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A Note on Transliteration 


This volume conforms to the International Journal of Middle East Studies 
(IJMES) transliteration system for Arabic and Turkish. Place-names with 
standard English equivalents (such as Aleppo, Beirut, and Zahle) have been 
rendered as such. Proper names and titles omit diacritical marks except for 
‘ayn and hamza. Words from foreign languages that appear in the Merriam- 
Webster dictionary are reproduced as they appear in it (for example, arak, baba 
ghanoush, hummus, kibbe, tabbouleh). Arabic and Turkish words and phrases 
that do not appear in the dictionary are fully transliterated with diacritical 
marks. They are transliterated to reflect their spelling in the original if refer- 
encing a written text but transliterated to reflect Levantine Arabic pronun- 
ciation if referencing spoken language or colloquial usage: Andfeh rather than 
kundfa, frikeh rather than farika, and so forth. 


Preface 


Food has seldom occupied the attention of scholars working on the modern 
Middle East, despite the voluminous literature about the region. That neglect 
has been especially pronounced for the Levant. This primarily Arabic-speaking 
region in the Eastern Mediterranean is home to some of the world’s most sto- 
ried cuisines, from the refined culinary traditions of the city of Aleppo to the 
chickpea-based favorites falafel and hummus. While the classical and medie- 
val history of the region's foodways are relatively well documented, the histor- 
ical record is silent on the transformations wrought by the introduction of New 
World foods, industrialization, colonization, and other modern phenomena— 
sweeping changes that created the Levantine foods of today. 

We began work on this book with a simple question: what is the history 
of the Levant’s cuisine? The silence we encountered in trying to answer the 
first question led us to another: why have scholars not paid the topic much 
attention? 

Restaurants serving Lebanese and Palestinian food can be found across 
the globe, from West Africa to Europe to the Americas—although in North 
America they are more likely to be advertised under the vague label “Mediter- 
ranean.” The outflux of Syrian refugees since 2011 has placed even more of the 
world’s population in contact with Levantine culture. Yet, despite its fame, 
the region’s recent culinary history remains unwritten. 

Making Levantine Cuisine is the first book-length scholarly work devoted 
to the topic. This is not merely an academic book, however: alongside scholarly 
chapters, readers will find personal essays and recipes that reflect their authors’ 
firsthand culinary experience. This blend of genres stems from our conviction 
that, as scholars, we should not only address wider audiences but learn from 
specialists and authorities beyond the academy as well. 

It is worth pausing to address how the three of us came to be the editors of 
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this book and how it came to be published in the United States. Concern over 
appropriation and ownership—who lays claim to what dishes and how they 
are labeled, marketed, and understood—looms large in discussions about food 
in the Levant. So it is important to point out that we did not grow up eating 
Levantine food in our childhood homes. It is not “our” food. 

At the same time, the globalization of Levantine food means that it is 
very much a part of the culture of the southeastern United States, where the 
three of us were raised (in Charlotte and Greensboro, North Carolina, and 
Nashville, Tennessee). In our lifetimes, conversations about “American” food 
culture have increasingly acknowledged and celebrated Arab American and 
other immigrant cuisines as a part of our collective public culture. We have 
also gained much-needed clarity about the contributions of Black and Indig- 
enous food cultures to cuisines historically appropriated and claimed by white 
settlers, particularly in the South, thanks to the work of writers like Michael 
Twitty and Toni Tipton-Martin and scholars like Psyche Williams-Forson, 
alongside many others. Both of these shifts signal food history’s potential as a 
means to counter nativist and nationalist cultural logics in the United States 
and elsewhere. 

And yet it is not enough simply to diversify our understanding of food and 
its history. As bell hooks warns, the commodification and uncritical enjoy- 
ment of “Otherness” can lead to a self-satisfied, reductive form of consump- 
tion devoid of context or politics. Embracing intercultural exchanges does not 
erase the structures of domination that frame them.’ In our case, those struc- 
tures range from US foreign policy to the formations of ethnonationalism and 
capitalism. 

Our response is to acknowledge the political conditions that shape our en- 
counters with the foods of others—and to provide an accounting of the histo- 
ries of inequality and struggle that produced them. For us, this means including 
chapters that historicize the appropriation and expropriation of Palestinian and 
Armenian foodways and document the resistance embodied in Palestinian olive 
cultivation. It also means drawing connections between the trajectories of Le- 
vantine dishes and vital contemporary conversations taking place about food 
politics. The following chapters trace the circulation of falafel and shakshika 
within what Harry Eli Kashdan calls “a denatured global food culture that 
lacks reference to the histories and contexts of particular recipes” and describe 
the chasm between those who claim and profit from various food cultures and 
those whose labor produces, reproduces, innovates, and preserves them. 

In striving to offer an account of modern Levantine food history and cul- 
ture that is both critical and contextualized, this volume reflects a number of 
commitments. 
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First is a commitment to taking Levantine cuisine seriously as a subject 
of scholarly inquiry. We assembled a group of scholars from a range of fields 
and career stages, from full professors to graduate students and postdoctoral 
scholars. We sought scholarship that engages rigorously with a wide range 
of sources in Levantine languages. As a result, this volume reflects a variety of 
methods used to interpret materials in formal and vernacular registers of Ara- 
bic, including Judeo-Arabic, as well as Turkish and Armenian. References also 
include English, French, and Hebrew sources, reflecting the colonial legacies 
that lie at the heart of the region’s modern cuisines and continue to drive many 
of its political conflicts. Although linguistic ability should never be confused 
with an understanding of complex social realities, it is nevertheless an essential 
foundation for the study of a culture and its history and is especially important 
given the industries of US “expertise” about the Arab world that engage with 
non-English sources superficially or not at all. 

Our next commitment was to a diversity of perspectives, including writing 
by those who grew up cooking and eating Levantine foods at home. Beyond 
personal experience, we sought to recognize culinary expertise as a significant 
form of knowledge in its own right. Each of the book’s three thematic sections 
includes a chapter that reflects firsthand culinary knowledge, from running a 
restaurant to developing recipes for popular audiences and home cooks. This in 
turn speaks to our final commitment: to make this volume’s collective insights 
accessible to as broad an audience as possible in both its style and its content. 

These commitments, and our individual intellectual pursuits, partly explain 
how we came to coordinate this effort as coeditors. Working on a book about 
famine in Mount Lebanon, Graham Pitts discovered that his project required 
more knowledge about Levantine foodways than was available. Anny Gaul 
offered her background studying the cuisines of the Arabic-speaking world as 
well as an interest in reframing the study of foodways beyond national catego- 
ries. Vicki Valosik lent her skills as an editor specialized in translating scholarly 
writing (particularly on topics related to the Arab world) into accessible prose. 
Each of us is also invested in collaborative approaches to scholarly work. 

There are also structural reasons that explain why this volume came to be. 
This work was produced from within the North American academy because of 
the financial resources of institutions like Georgetown University and the his- 
torical privileging of Euro-American academic knowledge production about 
the Arab world. These chapters are attuned to the way that social and political 
inequalities have contributed to the making of Levantine cuisine, so we would 
be remiss not to acknowledge that inequalities within systems of higher edu- 
cation and knowledge production on a global scale have also determined the 
conditions that produced this book. Proceeds from the sale of this book will 
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be donated to fund scholarships at Georgetown University’s Center for Con- 
temporary Arab Studies (CCAS). 

Fifteen authors share their work here, but the network that made this work 
possible is much broader. Institutional support from Georgetown’s CCAS 
was essential in bringing this project to fruition. The center hosted a day-long 
workshop for the volume’s contributors, followed by a collaborative cooking 
demonstration and dinner. CCAS also cosponsored a public event hosted at 
the Freer and Sackler Galleries, the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Asian 
Art, featuring talks by several of the chapter authors. The CCAS drew on an 
endowment provided by the American Druze Foundation and funding from 
a Department of Education Title VI Grant designating CCAS as a National 
Resource Center on the Middle East and North Africa (NRC-MENA). 

Crucially, this support allowed us to create an environment for collectively 
workshopping these essays in a manner that paralleled our approach to schol- 
arship beyond the academic realm: cooking and eating together enriched our 
work as much as sitting around the seminar table, papers in hand. 

We would like to thank several individuals who made this unique collabora- 
tive environment possible. Dana Al Dairani, CCAS associate director, has been 
tireless in her support of this project since its inception. Maddie Fisher, CCAS 
events coordinator, was a diligent collaborator helping to ensure that the work- 
shop, dinner, and public talks were successful. We would also like to thank the 
management of the Leo J. O’Donovan Dining Hall at Georgetown Univer- 
sity, particularly Joelle Valbrun-Bailey and her team, for graciously opening 
their kitchen and beautiful dining space to us and providing staff support for 
our communal dinner. We thank Antonio Tahhan and Laila El-Haddad for 
leading interactive cooking demonstrations focused on Aleppan and Gazan 
cuisines, respectively. The contributions of Annia Ciezadlo and Adel Iskander 
to our workshop enriched and enlivened the discussions. We are grateful to 
Grace Murray from the Smithsonian’s Freer and Sackler Galleries for hosting 
a day of public events featuring the book’s contributors and to Majd AlGhatrif, 
Syrian restaurateur and cardiologist, who served attendees a meal catered by 
his restaurant, Syriana, which is located in Ellicott City, Maryland. 

Jim Burr and Sarah McGavick of the University of Texas Press have been 
patient and encouraging throughout the publication process. Kathy Lewis’s 
editorial acumen greatly improved the manuscript. We were lucky to have 
partners willing to take a chance on the mix of personal essays, recipes, and ac- 
ademic essays included in this volume. We thank them for sharing our vision 
and working to make it a reality. 

Professor Rochelle Davis, a mentor to each of us, believed in this project 
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from the beginning and gave her time and the center’s resources to make it 
possible. She also came up with the title of the book. During her three years as 
CCAS director, she established a collaborative atmosphere that served as the 
context for this project. We dedicate this volume to her. 


ANNY GAUL, GRAHAM AUMAN PITTS, AND VICKI VALOSIK 
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1. bell hooks, “Eating the Other: Desire and Resistance,” in Black Looks: Race and 
Representation (Boston: South End Press, 1992), 21-39. 
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Introduction: Making Levantine Cuisine 


ANNY GAUL AND GRAHAM AUMAN PITTS 


In sight of Jerusalem’s Damascus Gate, restaurateur and cookbook author 
Yotam Ottolenghi tells Anthony Bourdain that the Ottoman occupation of 
Palestine ended “150 years” before their 2013 interview. The cameras for Bour- 
dain’s Parts Unknown TV series then follow the pair to a falafel stand inside 
the Old City’s Muslim Quarter. In response to Bourdain’s query about the 
origin of the iconic fried chickpea dish, Ottolenghi declares, “There’s actually 
no answer.” As the author of several best-selling cookbooks (including Jeru- 
salem: A Cookbook), Ottolenghi, along with his collaborator Sami Tamimi, is 
perhaps the most prominent chronicler of the Levant’s cuisine. However, his 
answers to Bourdain distort the history of Levantine food. The Ottoman occu- 
pation ended in late 1917, not even 100 years before the “Jerusalem” episode was 
recorded. Ottolenghi and Tamimi’s cookbook does correctly cite the date for 
the Ottoman withdrawal but reproduces a tired Orientalist cliché, describing 
the early twentieth-century city as “miserable, congested, and squalid.”” The 
history section glosses over Zionist immigration from Europe, the signal de- 
velopment of modern Palestine’s history. The falafel that Zionist settlers even- 
tually came to claim as their national food was made by Palestinians first. It 
belongs to a family of fritters made with fava beans, or chickpeas in the Pales- 
tinian version, that had long been shared throughout the Arab Eastern Med- 
iterranean, from Alexandria and Port Said in Egypt to Beirut in Lebanon.? 
The cookbook authors also make a “leap of faith .. . that hummus will even- 
tually bring Jerusalemites together,” yet such assumptions disregard the his- 
tory of that dish and the broader progression of cultural encounters in Israel- 
Palestine.* Historically, the appropriation of Levantine foods like hummus by 
European Jews has corresponded not with improving intercommunal relations 
but rather with the further entrenchment of Israeli colonialism. Misconcep- 


2 Anny Gaul and Graham Auman Pitts 


tions about one of the world’s most prominent cuisines persist, given the scar- 
city of scholarship on its origins.” 

Ottolenghi and Tamimi’s commodification of their “Jerusalem” brand is 
typical of how the forms of dispossession essential to modern Levantine cui- 
sine, in its different guises, have been obscured. Turkey and Israel both as- 
sembled their national cuisines from the traditions of populations marginal- 
ized in the making of those nations. In adopting Arab and Armenian dishes, 
Turkey’s national food culture attempted to obscure a non-Turkish past. Since 
Israel’s founding in 1948, the uneven and shifting attitudes within mainstream 
culture toward the foods of marginalized communities masked a history of vi- 
olent dispossession, in the case of Palestinians, and systemic discrimination, in 
the case of Jewish populations who immigrated to Israel from the Arab world. 
Each project for a national cuisine undermines its nationalist aims by tacitly 
revealing a diverse past and the persistent cultural unity of a politically divided 
region. 

In addition to ethnocentric nationalist agendas, conventional discourse has 
concealed the inequalities of class and gender essential to making modern Le- 
vantine cuisine. Paid and unpaid female laborers have been key to the repro- 
duction of Levantine foodways. This modern food culture began to develop 
once capitalist social relations took hold in nineteenth-century Beirut. Unlike 
the traditional mode of production, where the terms of exploitation are ob- 
vious, they remain hidden under capitalism. It is the task of critique to reveal 
them.° In centering questions of labor and inequality, this volume peels away 
the ideological branding that has largely defined this cuisine.” 

Making Levantine Cuisine is the first book-length scholarly work devoted to 
Levantine food and foodways. The concept “foodways” shifts our focus beyond 
food itself to a framing that considers the social contexts that make food and 
make food meaningful—spanning from fields to markets to kitchens, factory 
spaces, and restaurants. Eight chapters by anthropologists, historians, and crit- 
ical theorists address this gap in our knowledge of global food history and 
culture. From a range of disciplinary perspectives, we address several broad 
questions: What is Levantine cuisine, historically, culturally, and gastronom- 
ically? What is the relationship between national and regional cuisines in the 
Levant? How does cuisine offer a way of conceptualizing the Levant beyond 
its traditional national borders? How are its national and regional variants 
known, consumed, and discussed by those inside the region and outside of it? 
Can studying the region’s food and foodways help us better define or under- 
stand what constitutes “the Levant” or what counts as “Levantine” and how 
they came to be? 

Supplementing these scholarly perspectives on what “makes” cuisine Levan- 
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tine are essays and recipes that offer a glimpse into the kitchens where Levan- 
tine cuisine is made in a more tangible sense. This combination of scholarly, 
practical, and personal literature reflects both a feminist commitment to the 
validity of diverse perspectives and a conviction that as food scholars we have 
much to learn from matters of practice and lived experience. 

The volume begins with the local and granular and gradually expands to 
encompass the Mediterranean and the world beyond. These accounts reveal an 
understanding of Levantine cuisine as an entity that has never mapped neatly 
onto political boundaries. They also look beyond the region to show how cu- 
linary styles most commonly known today as “Lebanese,” “Israeli,” or variants 
of the vaguer “Mediterranean” coalesced in the twentieth century as the prod- 
uct of global diasporas, modernization, and national tradition-making. Stories 
centered on food, in turn, recast the histories of these national communities. 

This book sets Levantine cuisine in its global context. While firmly rooted 
in the Eastern Mediterranean, the cuisine of the Levant is now found far be- 
yond its shores. Many outsiders have encountered this region through its food, 
now ubiquitous around the globe. Often disguised as “Greek” or “Mediterra- 
nean,” Levantine cuisine appears in restaurants from Hong Kong to Mexico 
City in innumerable iterations. Just as Ottolenghi and Tamimi’s “Jerusalem” 
took shape in London, the contemporary foodways of the Levantine region 
more broadly have emerged as part of the encounter between the Eastern 
Mediterranean region and the rest of the world. 


What Is the Levant? 


How do we assert the coherence of the Levant as a region? In the way we use 
it here, “Levant” is equivalent to historical Syria (as distinct from the mod- 
ern nation-state, which covers less territory).? The Levant rises between the 
Mediterranean Sea and the Euphrates River in Lebanon, Syria, and Turkey. 
No clear boundary exists to the north. The region transcends the contempo- 
rary border between Syria and Turkey. Israel-Palestine and Jordan occupy the 
region's southern half, where the desert provides a natural border to the east. 
The Ottoman Empire ruled the region for four hundred years from the early 
sixteenth century into the twentieth. In the early Islamic period, the northern 
portion of the empire became known as Bilad al-Sham, while Damascus, the 
capital of the Syrian provinces, was referred to as al-Sham. While those top- 
onyms remain in use for Arabic speakers, “Levant” offers the most useful 
equivalent in contemporary English." 

Unified but not uniform, the Levant possesses multilayered diversity in ad- 
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dition to a clear cultural and historical unity.'’ Its Arabic dialects are diverse 
but mutually intelligible. The sectarian differentiation within its Christian, 
Jewish, and Muslim populations defies summary. The region’s ecology reflects 
this core unity and broad diversity. The mountains that rise above the Med- 
iterranean, from the coastal region of contemporary Syria to the hills of the 
West Bank, provide its inhabitants the opportunity to grow an array of crops 
at different elevations. Subtropical crops, like bananas and citrus, can be grown 
only a short distance away from pit fruits such as apples, cherries, and peaches. 
Vegetables grow across all of the Levant’s ecosystems along with the trio of 
grain, olives, and vines typical of the Mediterranean. Inland, the hill country 
gives way to steppe and then desert. A close juxtaposition of different rainfall 
zones encouraged specialization and market exchange throughout human his- 
tory. That fact encouraged specialization in tree crops in areas of higher rain- 
fall, grain in dry-farmed regions, and livestock among nomadic populations.” 

More than just a cliché, the region’s geographical position at the confluence 
of three continents encouraged biodiversity. Wheat, as is well known, origi- 
nated in the Eastern Mediterranean area. Figs, grapes, and olives were all also 
first domesticated in the Levant.’* A market network integrated the region’s 
foodways from early human history and enriched its cuisine through succes- 
sive waves of crop and cultural exchanges. Mediterranean seaways exposed the 
Levant to the food cultures of the rest of the basin and allowed for the exporta- 
tion of the region’s wine centuries before the Common Era. Under the aegis of 
Islamic rule, a new high cuisine dominated by Persianate influences expanded 
the Levant’s culinary repertoire, infusing it with new ingredients like eggplant, 
new processing methods for rice and sugar, and new culinary techniques, such 
as preparing meat in vinegar or pomegranate juice." Beginning in the six- 
teenth century, the Columbian Exchange brought the final package of crops 
that came to characterize the region's cuisine as we know it today: tomatoes, 
beans, and peppers. 

While the echoes of some dishes from earlier periods still resonate, some- 
thing recognizable as contemporary Levantine cuisine began to take shape 
only in the nineteenth century. The integration of the Levant into the global 
industrial economy did not cause the regional economy to segment. Instead, 
it heightened the integration of the Levant both economically and culturally. 
Coastal cities (especially Beirut, Haifa, and Jaffa) received migrants from the 
interior and developed a newly extractive relationship with the surrounding 
countryside. Population growth and the dispossession of an indebted peasant 
class spurred broad labor migration as capitalism took hold. Rural areas de- 
voted to commercial export agriculture, like Mount Lebanon and Palestine’s 
citrus region around Jaffa, imported staple foodstuffs from the surrounding 
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region. The presence of a mobile and predominantly male labor force spurred 
the creation of new kinds of food preparations, like the Adana kebab, designed 
to feed them while they were working. Meanwhile, rising populations and 
prosperity saw the growth of the middle class in cities like Beirut as villagers 
migrated to urban centers. The consequent melding of village foodways with 
the customs of the urban upper class provided the context for the production 
of a repertoire of dishes that would become “Lebanese” cuisine.’* Beirut and 
other coastal cities hosted an increasing number of Europeans and a growing 
middle class with new consumption habits. It was in the urban Levant of this 
period that the region developed a self-conscious middle-class food culture 
predicated on new forms of class formation (see chapter 1). 

Global mobility was a key factor in shaping the modern Levant and its 
foodways. The first destination for Levantines was Egypt—where they 
brought their food customs and influenced the urban culinary cultures of Al- 
exandria and Cairo. Beginning in the 1880s, emigration to the Americas began. 
Migrants left their homes in the Eastern Mediterranean for Argentina, Brazil, 
and the United States. One in three inhabitants of Ottoman Mount Lebanon 
had migrated to the Americas by 1914, and remittances had become the largest 
source of income in Mount Lebanon. In the diaspora, food was a key iden- 
tity marker for Levantine migrants and their descendants. Wealth generated 
in the settler colonies of the Americas underpinned middle-class prosperity. 
Levantine cuisine developed in this context of a globalizing and increasingly 
integrated Levant immersed in an intensive cultural encounter with Europe 
and the Americas.’° 

The region’s imbrication in the global food economy was not without its 
perils. Networks of grain provisioning extended across the region and as far 
afield as Australia. In one sense, the coastal population's ability to import wheat 
and barley was a sign of its prosperity. It also represented a key vulnerability. 
During World War I, when the British and French navies blockaded the Ot- 
toman Empire, food became scarce. The ensuing famine took the lives of about 
half a million people. After catalyzing the famine, Britain and France used the 
population's desperation to impose colonial authority once the Ottomans had 
been defeated in 1918.'’ Food insecurity persisted after the war, leading to a 
reliance on imported staple grains that has been a persistent force undermining 
Levantine autonomy up to the present day."® 

The integration that characterized the late Ottoman period continued 
apace under colonialism. Under the auspices of “mandates” established by the 
League of Nations, France and Britain administered the Levant until after 
World War II. The territories that would become Lebanon and Syria were 
subject to French rule, while Palestine and Jordan were British. The conven- 
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tional wisdom that British and French colonialists simply drew artificial bor- 
ders on a map, thereby creating the problems from which the Levant has long 
suffered, is misleading. Under the aegis of colonialism, the principle of divid- 
ing the Eastern Mediterranean into discrete states was established, but those 
borders were ultimately defined in military conflicts. Ironically, during the two 
decades of mandate rule, the Levant became more integrated culturally and 
economically than ever before.’” 

The watershed historical moment came after the departure of the British 
and French, when the creation of modern nation-states in the twentieth cen- 
tury signaled not only the marking of physical boundaries but the conceptual 
production of national cuisines that belied both the village-level variation and 
the regional coherence of the Levantine table.”° As Sami Zubaida argues in 
an influential meditation on the subject, the “nationalization” of cuisines con- 
cealed a deeper history of exchange.” Turkish cuisine, for example, took many 
of its core elements from the Levantine region that became its southwestern 
provinces: the Adana kebab, with its flaked Aleppo pepper, as well as Syrian 
pistachios, rebranded as if they originated from the town of Antep (see chap- 
ter 2). Efforts to codify national cuisines did not destroy internal diversity and 
often even celebrated it. When chronicling their national cuisines, Palestinian 
and Lebanese cookbook authors highlight regionally distinctive versions of 
popular dishes. Laila El-Haddad and Maggie Schmitt’s work has chronicled 
the particularity of Gazan cuisine, which uses more “spicy heat” than the rest 
of the Levant.” The region’s culinary traditions have been and remain diverse. 
Our intention is not to reify the Levant but rather to suggest that a cultural 
unity that developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is still evident 
in the region's shared cuisine. 


Writing Middle Eastern Food Histories 


The historiography of Levantine cuisine fittingly reflects both the histories 
of migration that transported it around the globe and the discursive recon- 
figurations that produce a slippage among Middle Eastern, Mediterranean, 
and more specific national or regional categories. Arguably the field’s founda- 
tional text is not a scholarly volume but a migrant’s cookbook: Claudia Roden’s 
A Book of Middle Eastern Food.”* As Harry Eli Kashdan points out, unlike other 
popular Anglophone cookbooks about the Mediterranean, 4 Book of Middle 
Eastern Food reflects its author’s departure from the region where the recipes 
originated, not travel to it. Roden’s Sephardic Jewish roots meant that her 
family’s culinary traditions included foods from Istanbul, Aleppo, and Cairo, 
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the city where she was born, which her family left in 1956. When she resettled 
in London, Roden began to assemble recipes from across the wider Middle 
East, writing to friends and family and other contacts similarly scattered out- 
side the Levant. Kashdan writes that Roden’s account of her own methodology 
“sketches a diasporic network, bringing together the experiences and memo- 
ries of an emerging community of Middle Eastern expatriates in London.””* 
Her collection reflects both centuries of Sephardic migration patterns and the 
diffuse category of a Western “Middle Eastern” imaginary, with recipes from 
Fez to Istanbul to Alexandria to Baghdad. 

Roden’s writing was also shaped by scholarly communities, including the 
Oxford Food Symposium (formerly the Oxford Symposium on Food and 
Cookery), of which she is currently president. Regular attendees include Sami 
Zubaida and Charles Perry, scholars whose published work frequently ad- 
dresses Middle Eastern food history. As a result, Roden’s work includes not 
only the quasi-ethnographic assemblage of a “diasporic network” (to echo 
Kashdan) but also emerging scholarship on the region’s foodways, which has 
emphasized the cuisines of the medieval Arabic tradition (discussed in more 
detail later). 

A major uptick in both popular and scholarly works on Middle Eastern 
cuisines started in the mid-1990s, when Roden published The Book of Jewish 
Food: An Odyssey from Samarkand to New York. A revised edition of her origi- 
nal cookbook soon followed, now updated with full-color images, an expanded 
biographical introduction, and more prominent text boxes next to the recipes, 
featuring proverbs, historical episodes, and other supplementary material.”° 
We might read Roden’s more recent work in the context of the growing pop- 
ular genre of the food memoir.”® Although Roden is not a trained academic 
and her books are not conventional works of scholarship, her work also shares 
many features with a great deal of the scholarly literature in Middle East food 
studies—features that arguably make this subfield unique. These include de- 
tailed attention to the rich corpus of classical and medieval Arabic texts about 
food, an emphasis on recipes, and a tendency to favor a broad and diffuse fram- 
ing of the region. Sami Zubaida and Richard Tapper’s landmark edited collec- 
tion .A Taste of Thyme: Culinary Cultures in the Middle East (with a foreword by 
Roden) is a case in point: its chapters address both medieval and modern cook- 
books and discuss cases from Morocco to Iran and the Caucasus to Yemen.”” 

Over the subsequent quarter-century, sources from medieval Arabic cu- 
linary, historical, and belletristic literature received the most comprehensive 
scholarly coverage within an emerging subfield of Middle East food studies, 
including translations of nearly all of the known medieval Arabic cookbooks 
into English.” Scholarship in Middle East food studies that addresses more 
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recent periods has tended to feature more articles, edited volumes, and transla- 
tions of cookbooks than dedicated monographs.”” Overwhelmingly, what has 
been documented about the history of Middle Eastern foods in both popular 
and scholarly texts still relies heavily on classical and medieval sources. The 
work of Farouk Mardam-Bey, who was born in Syria and is based in Paris, is 
one example. His fanciful but thorough gastronomic columns for Qantara, 
now published in book form in French, English, and Arabic, detail an array of 
key dishes and ingredients from throughout the Middle East and North Af- 
rica and their histories. His work (like Claudia Roden’s) combines exquisite, 
precise descriptions of contemporary recipes and techniques with extensively 
researched background notes that draw almost exclusively on classical and me- 
dieval texts.°° 

This straddling of a centuries-wide gap between textual sources and con- 
temporary descriptions of the region's food represents a creative, and arguably 
necessary, approach to an underdocumented history. Practically speaking, a 
paucity of primary and secondary sources addressing Levantine food between 
the medieval era and the mid-nineteenth century, a period roughly coinciding 
with Ottoman rule in the Levant, presents a formidable challenge. What we 
do know of Levantine foodways during this period is largely filtered through 
sources that center on Istanbul, whose court cuisine and charitable institu- 
tions, like soup kitchens, have been well documented by historians.** And yet 
this gap presents a number of problems. On the most basic level, the absence 
of sources from a period during which massive social, political, and economic 
developments transformed landscapes, markets, and kitchens presents empir- 
ical challenges to historicizing today’s cuisines. Furthermore, as Edward Said 
argued, the Orientalist legacy of extrapolating from classical Arabic texts to 
interpretations of modern Arab or Muslim society has long underpinned per- 
ceptions of “an unchanging Orient.”*” That is not to say that medieval sources 
have nothing to contribute to understandings of contemporary cuisines; the 
opposite is true. But chronicling the many changes that those cuisines have 
undergone in more recent centuries is an essential direction for the field of 
Middle East food studies to take. 

Making Levantine Cuisine joins a limited but growing number of edited 
volumes that address, at least in part, more modern and contemporary aspects 
of Middle Eastern food and foodways.** These, in turn, are part of a broader 
recent trend in food studies that has produced similar edited collections about 
other regions outside of Europe.** At the same time, recent edited volumes in 
Middle East food studies have tended to adopt broad scopes along the same 
lines as Roden’s culinary universe, using the Western-coined term “Middle 
East” as a central geographical framing rather than more specific (and locally 
legible) subregional categories like the Levant.** Our chief contribution to the 
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study of the region’s food is to extend it beyond the realms of elite cuisine and 
past the medieval period while narrowing our regional scope to the Levant 
in order to produce a coherent, albeit not comprehensive, narrative. As Sara 
Pekow’s contribution to the volume demonstrates (chapter 3), this does not 
mean altogether jettisoning the medieval evidence at our disposal, but rather a 
commitment to historicizing it in light of the transformations of the past two 
centuries. In this sense, we consider food scholarship as a means to counter 
outdated and reductive narratives of an ancient and unchanging Middle East- 
ern “other.” 


Locating the Levant in Middle Eastern Culinary Scholarship 


Despite its popularity as a global culinary trend, the cuisine of the modern 
Levant has played a relatively minor role in Middle Eastern food studies until 
recently.** Several subsets of contemporary food studies literature, however, 
represent exceptions to this trend, pointing to an increasing interest in mod- 
ern Levantine cuisine. The first such exception is a noteworthy juxtaposition: a 
flourishing of scholarly work on the food and foodways of Israel and the con- 
current rise of Palestinian cookbooks, both within the past decade. The former 
includes a flurry of articles in food studies and anthropology journals as well 
as a number of scholarly monographs.*” What the style magazine of the New 
York Times recently referred to as “the rise of Palestinian food,” by contrast, has 
largely occurred in the realm of cookbooks like Laila El- Haddad and Maggie 
Schmitt's The Gaza Kitchen: A Palestinian Culinary Journey, volume contribu- 
tor Reem Kassis’s The Palestinian Table, and Joudie Kalla’s Palestine on a Plate 
and Baladi, among others.*® 

Many authors in this emerging cookbook genre incorporate ethnographic 
and historical accounts, positioning food as a means to focus a lens on the 
plight of the Palestinian people. This approach has moved beyond the pages 
of cookbooks into broader conversations within the food world. In a discus- 
sion published in Bon Appétit involving El-Haddad, Schmitt, and Ottolenghi, 
El-Haddad and Schmitt pushed back against the lack of material context, 
questions of appropriation, and use of the “Arab/Jew” binary in Ottolenghi’s 
popular cookbook Jerusalem. Ottolenghi responded, “I think now I would have 
taken the whole aspect of appropriation and ownership more seriously . .. it’s 
very hard to say who is the originator of each dish, but it’s also overwhelmingly 
true that some of these dishes are the symbols of the Palestinian culture, and 
as such they just cannot become everybody’s sign of culture or identity.”*” By 
comparison with Israeli foodways, there has been far less direct discussion of 
Palestinian foodways in the academic literature, with the exception of Anne 
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Meneley’s extensive work on Palestinian olive oil (including chapter 6 of this 
volume).*° 

Given these dynamic and ongoing discussions in both the food world and 
the field of food studies, Making Levantine Cuisine includes a section devoted 
to revisiting foodways in Israel-Palestine with chapters that speak to many of 
the issues raised in this recent work, with contributions from the voices at the 
heart of these conversations: Dafna Hirsch, Anne Meneley, and Reem Kassis. 

A second major exception where scholars are engaged in conversations 
about the history and culture of Levantine cuisine is a rich line of inquiry 
showing how food mediated the encounter between the Middle East and the 
rest of the world. Gary Nabhan’s work charts connections between the Arab 
world and the Americas over the dongue durée, shedding light on the history of 
Levantine flavors like the Aleppo pepper.*? Matthew Jaber Stiffler has charted 
how the practice of self-Orientalism helped Arab-Americans fashion “exotic 
and unusual, but inviting” restaurants that would entice consumers and secure 
their place in American culture. For subsequent generations of Arab Amer- 
icans, food became a key link to their heritage.** Beginning in the 1960s, as 
Jennifer Dueck has shown, cookbooks written by Arab, Armenian, Persian, 
and Turkish authors projected authentic and timeless Middle Eastern cultural 
landscapes or “foodsheds” to appeal to the mid-century cosmopolitanism of 
consumers in the United States.** “Lebanese” restaurants were common in 
the United States and Canada by the 1970s.** Recreating the experience of 
cooking and hospitality is one way that the current wave of Syrian refugees 
has reconstructed a sense of normalcy in exile.** Researchers’ careful attention 
to these moments of cross-cultural interaction invites further inquiry into the 
globalization of Levantine foodways. 

Making Levantine Cuisine seeks to build on this emerging body of literature, 
both scholarly and popular, by presenting a set of essays that cohere around 
the key themes and questions raised by writers on the issue. Collectively work- 
shopped and discussed over both the conference table and the dinner table in 
June 2019, they offer a model for the expansion of Middle East food studies 
scholarship as a field now poised to systematically study the richness of the 
region’s culinary cultures with ethnographic and historical rigor. 


Themes and Chapters 
Part |. Making Levantine Food Cultures 


or man e concept o evantine cuisine” evokes the storied urban foo 
F y, th pt of “L t ” evokes the storied urban food 
cultures of Aleppo, Damascus, and Beirut. As the chapters in this section 
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demonstrate, however, we cannot understand the traditional foodways of these 
cities without accounting for the modernizing processes of nationalism and in- 
dustrialization. Writers working in the service of nationalist agendas have done 
much to chronicle the region’s cuisine. In depicting national culture ahistori- 
cally and uncritically, their work tends to conflict with contemporary academic 
sensibilities. In order to discover how “Lebanese” cuisine became codified as 
such, Graham Auman Pitts and Michel Kabalan read key texts against the 
grain by historicizing Lebanon’s supposedly authentic, unchanging foodways. 
They focus on the many incarnations of the dish kibbe, which is a mainstay 
of the Levant’s modern cuisine. Their work shows that the codification of 
Levantine and later Lebanese cuisine happened at two key moments of flight 
from the countryside and urbanization in the nineteenth and twentieth cen- 
turies. A repertoire that is recognizably Levantine first coalesced as a product 
of an emergent Beiruti middle-class culture in the late nineteenth century. In 
the twentieth century, as it became coded as “Lebanese,” the cuisine preserved 
a nostalgic image of an authentic, fading village life. 

Samuel Dolbee and Chris Gratien explain how foods emblematic of Tur- 
key’s southern borderlands with Syria were incorporated into a Turkish na- 
tional culinary tradition. Their history of pistachios and kebabs belies the no- 
tion that the incorporation of these provincial elements into a national food 
culture in Turkey was a smooth process. The chapter details state efforts to 
rebrand pistachios as originating not from Syrian Damascus but from Turk- 
ish Antep. They also show how industrialization saw regional foods made 
by women in the home—such as kebabs from the southern city of Adana— 
become commodified street foods in major urban centers like Ankara, Istanbul, 
and Izmir. Dolbee and Gratien suggest that Turkey’s national cuisine incorpo- 
rated Levantine traditions in critical but unacknowledged ways. 

Sara Pekow also reveals how industrial foodways made emergent national 
cuisines available to the masses. Her chapter describes the transformation of 
sugar from an unattainable luxury to a widely available commodity in urban 
Syria—the result of a combination of factors, from technological improve- 
ments to Syria’s integration into a global market economy. By the end of the 
interwar period, she argues, most Syrians had access to both refined sugar and 
manufactured sweets, meaning that elite consumption practices could be re- 
invented as newly national traditions. 

Antonio Tahhan’s essay and his family recipe offer a personal reflection 
that echoes many themes raised by the preceding chapters, from Syrian sweets 
made with refined sugar to the way that Levantine foodstuffs like pistachios 
and pomegranates are embedded in a dense web of rural landscapes, urban 
markets, cultural values, and human relationships. 
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Part Il. Revisiting Foodways in Israel-Palestine 


As in Turkey, national tradition-making in the context of Israeli cuisine has 
been characterized by attempts to appropriate foods from the surrounding re- 
gion and recast them as national dishes. Starting with the founding of Israel 
in 1948 and intensifying in recent decades, Israelis of European descent have 
adopted and at times laid claim to both Palestinian dishes and Jewish dishes 
from the Maghreb, Iraq, Yemen, and elsewhere in the Levant. Food writers 
including Rafram Chaddad, Yigal Nizri, and volume contributor Reem Kassis 
have pointed out that this process is especially glaring when it comes to Pales- 
tinian foods in particular.*° They have explained, for instance, that dishes from 
Arab countries in North Africa or elsewhere in the Middle East, like Iraq, 
might be hyphenated as Tunisian-Israeli (as in the case of shakshika, the sub- 
ject of chapter 9), while the Palestinian origin of foods incorporated into the 
Israeli culinary repertoire is completely elided. This elision finds direct parallels 
both in the elision of Palestinian identity within Israel as euphemistically and 
generically “Arab” and in conflicts over land and resources, most obviously the 
blockade of Gaza since 2007 and the occupation of the West Bank since 1967. 
As Kassis put it in a recent essay, “presenting dishes of Palestinian provenance 
as ‘Israeli’ not only denies the Palestinian contribution to Israeli cuisine, but it 
erases our very history and existence.”*” 

This section aims to revisit foodways in Israel-Palestine from a number 
of new perspectives, building on an academic body of literature on Israeli 
foodways that, while extensive, tends to depend upon binaries like Israeli/ 
Palestinian and Arab/Jewish. These chapters contend that moving beyond 
those binaries, using the granularity of detail offered by food, can recontextu- 
alize and reinvigorate these discussions through focusing on the food of the 
Mizrahim (Jewish Israelis of Arab origin), the fundamental relationship be- 
tween people and landscape typified by the Palestinian olive tree, and Pales- 
tine’s regional and local culinary diversity. 

Dafna Hirsch describes urban commercial food venues in Mandate Pal- 
estine (1920-1948) as “contact zones” where European Jews, Middle East- 
ern Jews, and Palestinians encountered one another in a range of ways. She 
demonstrates how Middle Eastern Jews (later referred to as Mizrahim) were 
mediators between Ashkenazi and Palestinian populations, especially when 
it came to cuisine. Perhaps most crucially, she highlights the ambivalence of 
Ashkenazi Jews about the local cuisine in Palestine during the mandate years, 
stressing the need to understand culinary appropriation as predicated upon 
specific historical developments rather than as the inevitable result of power 
imbalances. 
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Extending analysis beyond urban foodways to questions of landscape, Anne 
Meneley discusses the political ecology of Palestine through an extended med- 
itation on the olive tree and its significance in Palestinian culture, from poetry 
and the visual arts to the substances and textures of everyday life. Olive trees 
and olive oil provide an especially potent lens for discussing the tension be- 
tween rootedness and displacement on the one hand and regional particularism 
within Palestine and the common ecology of the Mediterranean writ large on 
the other. 

Reem Kassis’s contribution builds on questions of regionalism raised in ear- 
lier chapters with a direct discussion of the different ways we might approach 
Palestinian cuisine as a set of regional culinary cultures, bringing together factors 
as disparate as migration, displacement, cultural exchange, and landscape. At the 
same time, she acknowledges the importance of the idea of national cuisine for 
Palestinians in particular, echoing a wide consensus about the singular signifi- 
cance of a national cuisine in the absence of a state.** Her chapter is accompa- 
nied by recipes that demonstrate the regional breadth of Palestinian cuisine. 


Part Ill: Levantine Cuisine beyond Borders 


The book's final section looks outward to the ways that Levantine cuisine trav- 
els and evolves as people and recipes migrate within and beyond the region 
proper. Susan MacDougall describes the way that a number of women in East 
Amman with Palestinian and Iraqi roots embody the Levantine cuisine as 
a “sensory, embodied, social, and cultural” entity that has traveled over space 
and time and has been reproduced over multiple generations, but whose em- 
bodied forms of knowledge remain within the evolving realm of feminine 
norms. Citing rich ethnographic evidence, she describes “Levantine food” as 
a term that includes both the local and particular and regional variations. Ul- 
timately, she argues that the cuisine’s survival and reproduction remain bound 
up with both its role in community-making and the labor of women. 

Noam Sienna’s chapter traces a different trajectory altogether: the journey 
of the North African dish shakshiika from the Maghreb to the Levant through 
the prism of Jewish foodways. Parsing the relationship between Jewish and 
other culinary cultures throughout the Mediterranean, he describes several 
early twentieth-century recipes for shakshika that attest to its movement across 
the Maghreb, Levant, and Europe. 

Harry Eli Kashdan carefully traces the globalization of popular Levantine 
street foods like falafel and shawarma, including the slippage between Levan- 
tine and Mediterranean culinary categories as dishes are remixed and repre- 
sented on menus in the context of “a denatured global food culture.” 
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The section ends with a personal essay and recipes from Suzanne Zeidy, who 
describes the resurgence of the Levantine culinary practice of eating mezze and 
associated forms of sociability in the wake of the 2011 uprisings in Egypt. From 
the perspective of an experienced restaurateur, Levantine cuisine emerges as a 
means to study cultures of consumption and the tension between regional and 
national modes of belonging within the Arab world. 


Conclusion 


In Jacqueline Kahanoff’s formulation, the Levant is less aptly described 
through the metaphor of a mosaic than as “a prism whose various facets are 
joined by the sharp edge of differences, each of which ... reflects or refracts 
light.”*? We have assembled a dozen essays that together present an account of 
modern Levantine cuisine as a multifaceted entity that students, scholars, and 
home cooks can use to view the region from a slightly different vantage. Their 
authors have collected and mediated materials in Armenian, English, French, 
Judeo-Arabic, Hebrew, and multiple registers of Arabic and Turkish. Through 
collected recipes, thick description, archival research, and close readings of un- 
derstudied cookbooks and restaurant menus, they present an argument for a 
deterritorialized understanding of Levantine cuisine. 

By “deterritorialized,” we mean several things that on the surface may 
appear contradictory. First, this book locates Levantine cuisine beyond the 
fields that produced its ingredients, the places that its cooking styles first de- 
veloped, and the geographical borders of a short list of nation-states in the 
Eastern Mediterranean. In this volume, you will find Levantine cuisine ap- 
pearing in Aleppo, Beirut, and Jerusalem but also in Palestinian and Syrian 
kitchens in Jordan as well as farther afield in Venezuela, the Netherlands, and 
the United States. 

Second, by limiting our scope to the region of the Levant, we are also 
honing in on a specific set of environments and landscapes that produce the 
food we discuss. In doing so, however, we adopt a critical approach. We join 
the ranks of food scholars who have criticized, in the words of Kyla Wazana 
Tompkins, the “romanticized and insufficiently theorized attachments to ‘local’ 
or organic foodways, attachments that sometimes echo nativist ideological 
formations,” which underpin much of contemporary (and privileged) “foodie 
culture.”*° Without losing sight of the importance of attachments to local 
ecologies and places to the making of Levantine cuisine, we aim to resist taking 
them at face value. The association of foods or ingredients with specific places 
is common and more often than not contains at least a kernel of truth; but it 
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often illuminates more about who is making the association than it does about 
the place. 

Presenting an understanding of Levantine cuisine that originates and re- 
sides within specific borders and travels beyond them produces a tension that 
runs throughout this book, but it is a tension that we embrace rather than seek 
to resolve. The culinary culture elucidated in the following chapters took shape 
both discursively and materially only as the geographical Levant became inte- 
grated within a global capitalist system over the course of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries—and its inhabitants left their home shores and villages. 
The stakes of national identification were heightened by displacement, popu- 
lation transfers, the fragmenting of empires, and decolonization. Industrializa- 
tion reconfigured foodways and drove internal and external migration that in 
turn rendered a set of regional and home-cooked recipes into commercial 
dishes that became known from Istanbul to New York and beyond. Writing 
the history and present of Levantine cuisine requires placing narratives of 
movement and migration in conversation with renewed attachments to the 
local within the region itself. 

To write the rhythms and sensory richness of food, past or present, always 
proves an elusive task. Like making kibbe or stuffing grape leaves, we believe 
it is a task best done collectively. What follows is our attempt to put down in 
words the making of Levantine cuisine. 
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MAKING LEVANTINE FOOD CULTURES 


CHAPTER 1 


When Did Kibbe Become Lebanese? 
The Social Origins of National Food Culture 


GRAHAM AUMAN PITTS AND MICHEL KABALAN 


You could call them dumplings, but they are a many-splendoured thing that 
defies characterization. 


CLAUDIA RODEN 


A US-born Methodist minister, William McLure Thomson, visited the Le- 
vantine port city of Sidon on a pilgrimage in 1857. His memoir noted the sound 
of wooden pestles “braying” wheat in stone mortars “to make kibby .. . at all 
hours as you walk the streets of the city.” The dish was, in his view, “the na- 
tional dish of the Arabs, and a very good one.” Kibbe (Awbéa in formal Arabic) 
consists of pounded bulgur wheat and meat, shaped and stuffed, eaten baked, 
boiled, fried, or raw. Any of its ingredients can be replaced. Salim, Thomson's 
assistant, prepared him “kibbet samak” (fish kibbe), but the pastor noted that 
“it is more commonly made of mutton, mixed with fat from the large tail of 
the sheep. When thoroughly pounded, it is sent to the oven, and baked in 
a copper dish made for the purpose.”* This preparation, kibbe 4i-/-siniyya (on 
a tray), remains common today, although aluminum has now replaced copper. 
Throughout the nineteenth century until today, kibbe has been a staple of the 
Levantine table. Thomson's account suggests that the consumption of kibbe 
was not limited to rural and urban communities or to a particular class. It was 
neither “high” nor “humble” cuisine, to invoke the binary that animates Rachel 
Laudan’s analysis of global food history. Neither was it the “middling” cuisine 
of the industrializing West.” 

Although part of the Ottoman Empire since the early sixteenth century, 
the Levant had its own particular food culture. For instance, kibbe was typi- 
cal across the nineteenth-century Levant, rather than in the entire Ottoman 
sphere.’ Yet there is scant evidence to confirm Thomsor’s assertion that kibbe 
represented an Arab nation, or any other, in the eyes of those Levantines who 


24 Graham Auman Pitts & Michel Kabalan 


cooked and consumed it in the mid-nineteenth century. Lebanon did not 
exist in its current borders until 1920. The Ottoman province of Mount Leb- 
anon was a third of the size of the contemporary nation. Beirut, although sur- 
rounded by Mount Lebanon, was not included in its administrative bound- 
aries; nor were the ports of Sidon, Tripoli, or Tyre or the rural areas of ‘Akkar, 
the Bekaa Valley, and Jabal ‘Amil. Before it was codified in cookbooks, a unified 
Levantine cuisine transcended these administrative boundaries. 

This chapter explores kibbe’s modern history and the cuisine of which it 
forms part, based on a critical interpretation of the most widely read Arabic- 
language cookbooks published in Beirut. Modern Levantine food coalesced 
not as the popular adoption of upper-class mores but rather as a bourgeois 
re-creation of traditional foodways in capitalist Beirut. Subsequently, the class 
aspect of that project became increasingly more implicit in favor of a diverse 
but unified national Lebanese cuisine. 

A self-conscious modern food culture first emerged in late nineteenth- 
century Beirut when the city’s nascent bourgeoisie melded traditional dishes 
like kibbe into new social mores.* Elsewhere in the Arab world, this broad 
transformation of domesticity coincided with the production of nationalist 
identities in the twentieth century.” However, in the Levant, it preceded a 
specific nationalist project. The early appearance of modern cookbooks in the 
Levantine cultural and economic capital of Beirut stems from the intensity of 
capitalist social transformation and the region's cultural encounter with Europe 
and the Americas. This culinary project remained inclusively Levantine until 
the second half of the twentieth century, when cookbook authors began to 
posit the existence of a “Lebanese” cuisine distinct from the rest of the Levant. 

The production of this culinary authenticity coincided with the alienation 
of an emergent middle class from traditional food production. Tradition, 
in this sense, denotes what preceded this modern project of print codifica- 
tion and capitalist commodification. Levantine and later Lebanese cuisine 
emerged as an attempt to re-create a culture that had been refashioned under 
capitalism. In each period, these cookbooks captured something that risked 
being lost. 

Kibbe has always been central to modern Levantine cuisine and featured 
prominently in the first widely read nineteenth-century Arabic cookbook. 
Tadhkirat al-Khawatin wa-Ustadh al-Tabbakhin (A Manual for Ladies and 
the Master Chef) by Khalil Sarkis was the core text on Levantine cuisine for 
more than seven decades.® Published in 1885 in Beirut, Ustadh al-Tabbakhin 
was reprinted for the sixth and final time in 1931, although Sarkis died in 1915. 
Its recipes surfaced verbatim in other texts throughout the twentieth century, 
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including a popular cookbook sold by peddlers, Dalil al-Tabbakhin (Cook's 
Guide) as late as 1947.’ Ustadh al-Tabbakhin instructed an emergent Beiruti 
middle class in how to cook, dress, and perform hospitality according to os- 
tensibly global norms adapted to the local milieu. Sarkis’s cookbook reveals 
not only an idealized domesticity but also the material social relations of his 
society. In tandem with the landlord class represented by Sarkis, migrants from 
rural Mount Lebanon moved to Beirut to rent rooms and work for wages. The 
reproduction of village foodways in modernizing Levantine homes was predi- 
cated on their labor time, purchased with profits gleaned from commerce and 
real estate. This systematic bifurcation between classes, at the material and dis- 
cursive level, was the necessary condition for Levantine cuisine’s emergence as 
a self-conscious, coherent whole in Ustadh al-Tabbakhin. 

In the second half of the twentieth century a standardized and simplified 
version of the regional cuisine came into existence as “Lebanese.” Lebanon 
gained independence from France in 1943 but remained under occupation 
for three more years. George al-Rayyis first published Kitab Fann al-Tabkh 
(The Art of Cooking) in 1951. He included Lebanese dishes alongside recipes 
from Dutch, French, German, and Turkish cuisines. His book, in its Arabic 
and French versions, was the signal work for the postindependence era. His 
project also represented the demands of capital, but differently than Ustadh 
al-Tabbakhin. In a departure from Sarkis’s emphasis on domestic food prepa- 
ration, Rayyis primarily aims to inform restaurant cooking.® Food service and 
tourism were both the object of investment for capitalists and a source of em- 
ployment for the working class. Like the context that produced Sarkis, Rayyis’s 
Lebanon experienced a gilded age of unprecedented urban middle-class pros- 
perity and a wave of mass attrition from the countryside to urban areas and 
abroad. As village life languished, cookbooks more fully embraced rural tra- 
ditions. The emergence of TV chef and writer Ramzi Choueiri (born 1971) in 
the 1990s epitomized this celebration of rural Lebanon. His book Min Turath 
Lubnan (From Lebanon's Heritage) cataloged thirty-seven kibbe recipes asso- 
ciated with individual villages.’ 

In what follows, we trace culinary and social history through the codifica- 
tion of this cuisine as it evolved from Levantine to Lebanese. Sarkis and Rayyis 
were the most widely read Arabic-language cookbook authors while they were 
in print. Ramzi Choueiri was the Arab world’s first TV chef and the most 
prominent chronicler of Lebanese cuisine in the late 1990s and early 2000s. 
One constant feature of these cookbooks, written by men, was that women or 
employed cooks were supposed to shoulder the labor of food preparation. Each 
successive author assumes less tacit knowledge necessary to prepare Levantine 
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dishes. Fundamental techniques receive more detailed attention over time.’ 
That trend suggests that this project aimed to capture traditions as they were 
progressively being lost to capitalism’s creative destruction. Beirut’s globally 
minded bourgeoisie, its dynamic publishing industry, and its urban restaurant 
culture worked to salvage those traditions in a new social context. The energy 
that has gone into producing an authentic and timeless Lebanese cuisine has 
obscured these material processes behind its creation. To unlock that history, 
we read these texts against their efforts to naturalize a bourgeois food culture. 


Khalil Sarkis and the Bourgeois Origins of 
the Modern Levantine Kitchen 


“The peasant moved to the city and all he missed was molasses and tahini” 
(nizil al-fallab ‘al-madineh ma istahla ghayr al-dibs wa-l-tahineh)."* Recorded 
in early twentieth-century Beirut, this colloquial proverb captured the expe- 
rience of rural migration to the city from Mount Lebanon. Molasses, made 
from grapes or carob seeds, would keep for the winter like tahini, a paste made 
from sesame seeds and oil. Rural folk would have eaten a mixture of the two 
with fresh bread. It suggests that workers who moved to the city ate a humble 
diet, in great contrast with the class who employed them. Crucially, it shows 
that village life had become unviable, apart from lingering nostalgia for the 
products of rural foodways. 

Peasants left behind an especially diverse ecology of food production in 
Mount Lebanon. Cultivation on terraces occurred at varying elevations— 
a practice that amplified the diversity of Levantine cuisine. Relatively abun- 
dant springs facilitated intensive agriculture impossible on the rain-fed plains 
of the Syrian interior. These factors promoted a dense population of peasant 
farmers whose labor facilitated the establishment of a capitalist silk industry 
in the mid-nineteenth century. 

Capitalism created social mobility and prosperity alongside vulnerability 
and instability for Mount Lebanon's market-dependent population. When 
the price of silk collapsed in the 1870s, peasants sought to find their fortunes 
elsewhere. Opportunity in Beirut enticed many to migrate from the villages of 
adjacent Mount Lebanon to the city (and abroad). Migration to Egypt began 
in the 1860s, followed by a substantial outflux of inhabitants to the Americas 
that started in the 1880s. One in three inhabitants of Mount Lebanon had em- 
igrated by 1914.” 

Beirut also attracted wealthy migrants from around the Levant. Starting 
in the first half of the nineteenth century, the city offered merchants freedom 
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from traditional sources of power and the ability to trade directly with Eu- 
rope. They came first from Damascus and later from Acre, Sidon, and Trip- 
oli.’* An amalgam of the Levantine region’s population, the city’s population 
grew from 7,000 at the turn of the nineteenth century to almost 150,000 by 
the outbreak of World War I. European and American diplomats, merchants, 
and missionaries also settled in Beirut by the thousands. Steamer traffic facil- 
itated the export of silk and the import of manufactured goods as Beirut be- 
came the Levant’s principal commercial capital and port. In 1888, three years 
after the publication of Ustadh al-Tabbakhin, Beirut became the capital of its 
own province for the first time. That development testified to the city’s rising 
commercial and political power. 

Beirut experienced unprecedented integration with the surrounding re- 
gion, the rest of the Ottoman Empire, Europe, and the Americas. With this 
dynamic cultural backdrop, the city developed a vigorous book and news- 
paper publishing industry. Khalil Sarkis, born in the town of Abeih in 1842, 
moved—like many others from Lebanese villages—to the burgeoning port 
city of Beirut, where he became a prominent newspaper publisher.'* He went 
into the publishing business with his father-in-law, the famous author Butrus 
al-Bustani, before founding his own press in the mid-1870s. Often appreciated 
for its contribution to nascent Arab nationalisms, Beirut’s publishing indus- 
try was also the expression of bourgeois class formation. Sarkis, from the very 
first lines of Ustadh al-Tabbakhin, reveals the geographic, gender, and class di- 
mensions of his worldview in terms that chime with historian Toufoul Abou- 
Hodeib’s analysis. He represented an emergent bourgeoisie that she has shown 
was “middling” in two regards: according to the terms of its own civilizational 
hierarchy and its conceptual place between the lower and upper class. This pro- 
cess corresponds to Pierre Bourdieu’s distinction framework but with the extra 
global dimension invisible in the French sociologist’s focus on self-contained 
national cultural units.’° Although her “cultural history of domesticity” does 
not consider food in detail, the codification of the indigenous cuisine confirms 
what Abou-Hodeib describes as the “unsettled” modern project of the Beirut 
middle class, “laying claim to aspects of modernity while trying to emphasize 
what it is about that class that makes it specifically local.” 

At no point in his book does Sarkis identify the recipes as Beiruti or Leb- 
anese. Instead, he chronicles a regional cuisine that is implicitly Levantine. 
In the 1885 introduction, Sarkis confirms (explicitly) that the recipes in a later 
section of the book focus “specifically” on dishes found in the Levant (AAusisan 
fi agtarina al-Suriyya), although the section title refers to them generically as 
“Eastern-style foods” (a/-ta‘am ‘ala al-tariga al-sharqiyya)."’ Subsequent edi- 
tions dropped the reference to Syria in favor of an unnamed “nation” (wagan)."* 
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We know that this is a reference to the Levant because dishes from elsewhere 
are labeled as such. For instance, lamb preparations are “Egyptian” or “Persian” 
or “Indian.””? “Foreign” food occupied the enormous majority of Ustadh al- 
Tabbakhir’s original recipes and enjoyed place of pride in the text. However, by 
the time of the 1931 edition, the recipe order had been switched so that the local 
foods, including kibbe, came first. A plain civilizational hierarchy is implied by 
the book’s recommendation to unite the cuisine of “our Eastern lands” 
(aqtarund al-shargiyya) with the cuisine of “foreign lands” (a/-agftar al- 
ajnabiyya) that have excelled in this modern domestic craft (sind‘a) and as- 
cended “the ladder of progress.””° 

Sarkis’s reader learns how to cultivate an authentically local and middle- 
class identity that advertises education, good taste, and thrift. His kibbe recipes 
assume the use of the heavy mortar and pestle (jurn). Intensive, prolonged 
pounding labor was required to make kibbe dough using this age-old technol- 
ogy. It found a new home in the separated kitchens that the wealthy built, dis- 
tinct from the other rooms of the house. Adjacent would be the dining room 
with a dinner table that had a tight-fitting tablecloth, with cutlery and plates 
specialized for each course. In Sarkis’s ideal home, kibbe was to be served at a 
dinner party as one course among several, individually plated for each guest.”* 
Imported wines were to be paired with each course. He recommends that a 
dinner party end with the woman of the house serving drinks in the sitting 
room with fine bottles of liquor displayed to show that she had chosen the fin- 
est in the world for her guests.”” This aspirational ideal home featured a blend 
of global and local comestibles and customs. As Christian Saf$mannshausen 
has shown, “only a small privileged circle managed to participate in these prac- 
tices comprehensively.””? Self-consciously Westernized, Sarkis’s recommenda- 
tions for organizing the home and hosting guests contrast with nonbourgeois 
traditions. In traditional Mount Lebanon, according to Ma‘luf, the hosts did 
not sit with their guests at a high table as in Sarkis’s vision of proper bourgeois 
customs but instead served them around a low table (¢ad/iyya) on earthenware 
plates.”* 

Although Sarkis’s household employs servants, the woman of the house 
engages in domestic work. In that regard, this authentic local modernity dis- 
tinguishes itself from an upper class that eschews domestic labor altogether.”° 
The laborious task of preparing a multicourse dinner for several invited guests 
could be accomplished only with hired servants. Sarkis recommended inspect- 
ing the fingers of a potential cook to gauge his cleanliness. The task of prepar- 
ing meals could not be left to an “ignorant female servant” and must be per- 
formed by an educated person. Yet the woman of the house (rabbat al-manzil) 
must be involved, because relying solely on hired help for food preparation risks 
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Table 1.1. Kibbe Dishes in Sarkis, Tadhkirat al-Khawatin (1885) 


Name in Formal Arabic 


Preparation Method and Translation 


al-kubayba bi-l-sinilyya mamduda 


al-kubayba bi-l-siniyya aqrasan 

al-kubayba mashwiyya 

al-kubayba al-Halabiyya 

al-kubayba ‘ala yakhna al-banadira [sic] 

al-kubayba ‘ala yakhna [sic] al-badhinjan 

al-kubayba bi-labaniyya 

al-kubayba al-arnabiyya 

kubbat al-aruzz 

al-tabkha al-fakhtiyya (or kubaybat al-arn- 
abit [1931] 

al-kubayba bi-l-kishk 

kubaybat al-samak 

kubaybat al-hila 

kubbat al-yaqtin 

kubaybat al-batata 


Kibbe on a cooking tray with a stuffing of onion, 
pine nuts, and cooked meat between the two 
layers 

Stuffed kibbe balls on a cooking tray 

Grilled kibbe balls 

“Aleppan kibbe” balls in tomato sauce 

Kibbe balls in a tomato stew 

Kibbe balls in an eggplant stew 

Kibbe balls in yogurt sauce served with rice 

Kibbe balls in a tahini, lemon, and meat sauce 

Meat and rice dough kibbe layered with stuffing 

Meat, cauliflower, and bulgur with tahini and yo- 
ghurt sauce 

Fermented milk and bulgur, meat, and chickpeas 

Fish-based dish with bulgur cooked in the oven 

Vegetarian “trick” kibbe with rice and bulgur 

Pumpkin kibbe with bulgur [vegetarian] 

Potato kibbe with bulgur 


“disaster.””° The book leaves ambiguous exactly how much of the kitchen labor 
should be taken up by a hired cook versus the rabbat al-manzil. Servants “quiet 
and calm like a soldier on the battlefield” would serve the food.”’ Beirut’s new 
domesticity required both sides of the coin: a growing bourgeoisie to supervise 
a class of workers willing to sell their labor as household servants.”® The book’s 
full title reveals this class dynamic: Tadhkirat al-Khawatin, “a manual for [elite] 
ladies,” and Ustadh al-Tabbakhin, “the master chef.” 

Demand for foodstuffs among Beirut’s growing consumer class in the late 
nineteenth century reoriented agricultural production in the surrounding 
areas toward production for the city’s market. Proximate to the diverse ag- 
ricultural ecologies of Mount Lebanon, the Bekaa, and the Syrian interior, 
Beiruti consumers had access to a wealth of foodstuffs. Fruits and vegetables 
came from close by, grain and livestock from elsewhere in the Levant. The best 
grains, which were boiled and cracked to make bulgur—the base ingredient of 
kibbe—came from a variety produced on Syria’s Hawran plain.” Sarkis pro- 
vides instructions for preparing fifteen different types of kibbe (see table 1.1), 
revealing the diversity of the surrounding agricultural ecology with its variable 
microclimates, elevation, and rainfall. As bulgur and meat were available year- 
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round, kibbe provided a vehicle to cook different combinations of seasonally 
available ingredients as part of these preparations. Eggplant and tomato kibbe 
would have been enjoyed in the summer, pumpkin in the fall. As an ensemble, 
these recipes are a celebration of the agricultural and culinary diversity that 
surrounded Beirut. 

While Sarkis defines kibbe as “good minced meat and bulgur in various 
forms,” that description does not fit all of his recipes.*° There are a variety of 
vegetarian kibbes, such as kubaybat al-hila (“trick” kibbe made with rice and 
bulgur), &ubdat al-yaqtin (pumpkin kibbe with bulgur), and kubaybat al-batata 
(potato kibbe). The extensive array of nonmeat options throughout the cook- 
book derives in large part from the Christian abstention from meat on fast 
days. Two seafood kibbe recipes, fish and octopus, would have also been ap- 
propriate for fasting. While Sarkis does not explicitly imbue his local subject 
with any specific religion, the references to pork and wine and the extended 
recipes devoted to dishes for Christian fasting suggest the prominent role that 
Christians played in the codification of this cuisine.** 

The nature of the ingredients in some of the preparations suggests that 
they are of mid-nineteenth-century vintage. A-kubayba al-Halabiyya (Aleppan 
kibbe) was made of small balls “the size of a large walnut” served in a tomato 
sauce (sda/sa) with pine nuts. Notably, tomatoes were only introduced in the city 
of Aleppo in the early 1850s.** So the tomato must have been incorporated into 
the making of a sauce for kibbe balls sometime after mid-century and subse- 
quently become understood in 1880s Beirut as a dish typical of Aleppo. Of the 
kibbe recipes offered by Sarkis in Tadhkirat al-Khawatin, it is the only one tied 
to a specific place. The reference to Aleppo is a testament to that city’s particu- 
lar culinary heritage (see chapter 2 of this book), also a telling acknowledgment 
that his kibbe recipes reflect variations on a theme found across the Levant. 

First in Sarkis’s list is the well-known kibbe 4i-/siniyya, which he refers to 
in formal Arabic: a/-kubayba bi-l-siniyya mamdida (kibbe spread on a cooking 
tray). He notes that it was also called Aubayba bi-/-furn (kibbe in the oven). 


[Use a ratio] of one aga [1.28 kilograms] of meat for an aga and a half of 
bulgur. Cut and debone the meat, reserving an dgiyya [213 grams] and a half. 
Mince finely. Take the two onions, mince them finely, and fry in ghee [sam] 
until they mellow. Add the minced meat on top and half an dgiyya of pine 
nuts, salt, spices. Fry well. Then mortar-mince the [rest of the] meat well, take 
it out of the jurn, and reserve it in a bowl. Take the onions and grind them 
well with salt and spices. Then add the [reserved] ground meat and put the 
rinsed bulgur on top of the meat and knead with both hands well until the 
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kibbe becomes like a dough. Butter a cooking tray [siniyya] with ghee and 
take a piece of the kibbe, remove any veins [nagha min al-‘urigq], and pound it; 
spread it as one layer on the tray, taking the stuffing and spreading it over the 
kibbe. Take a piece of the kibbe and flatten it in a thicker layer than the first, 
spreading it over the stuffing and smoothing it well. Cut it like baklava [in 
rectangular shapes] and put about an agiyya and a half of ghee on top. Bake it 
in the oven.*? 


Some details stand out as distinct from the contemporary preparations. 
This recipe is heavier in fat than the current versions, for instance. The overall 
technique, however, remains similar except for the obvious difference entailed 
by the transition from the jurn to food processors in the late twentieth century 
(as discussed later). Only two of the recipes disappeared from the “Lebanese” 
cookbooks we discuss.** Kibbe’s prominence is one key point of continuity 
between today and the late Ottoman cuisine of Beirut, Mount Lebanon, and 
the broader Levantine region. 

Sarkis never mentions that the food he describes is particularly Beiruti or 
Lebanese. That distinction would likely not have been meaningful to his au- 
dience. Writing on the cusp of the transition between Ottoman and French 
rule, notable and author ‘Isa Iskandar al-Ma‘luf attempted to characterize the 
cuisine of Mount Lebanon. After mentioning &ishk and kibbe, dishes found 
throughout the region, he had to opt for something rather obscure to distin- 
guish it from the rest of the Levant region. The Lebanese “specialize in snails, 
just like the Damascenes do in frogs and crabs.”* His reliance on these ob- 
scure details indicates that there was little to distinguish Lebanese cuisine from 
Levantine. His description contains some dishes well known globally now, 
such as mujaddara (rice, lentils, and onions) and stuffed grape leaves, along with 
some that are less well known but still prepared, such as makhlita (a stew of 
bulgur, chickpeas, and lentils), Aarisa (bone-in meat with wheat hearts cooked 
into a porridge), and rishta (a stew of pasta and lentils). Dishes that form the 
core of today’s stereotypical Lebanese cuisine were absent, especially hummus, 
baba ghanoush, and tabbouleh.*° 

The differences between the first and final editions of Ustadh al-Tabbakhin 
are negligible. If the cookbook’s longevity is any measure, there was a great 
continuity in approach from the last three decades of Ottoman rule through 
almost three decades of French rule. One change is the foregrounding of local 
recipes in the 1931 edition and the more locally appropriate lists of fruits and 
vegetables in the monthly lists of common foods.*” That development suggests 
that the project became increasingly comfortable asserting an authentically 
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local alternative modernity as time went on. That trend would continue in the 
second half of the twentieth century as Lebanese national cuisine came into 
existence. 


The Birth of the Authentic Lebanese Kitchen, 1951-2002 


Following Sarkis’s tome, which was reprinted and reproduced throughout the 
period of French colonization of Lebanon and Syria (1918-1946), no new cook- 
books devoted to the Levant or any of its subregions were published until the 
second half of the twentieth century. A new generation of Arabic-language 
cookbooks after World War IT would assert the coherence of an authentic Leb- 
anese national cuisine during another period of punctuated social change like 
the one that produced Ustadh al-Tabbakhin. Read against the grain of their at- 
tempt to dehistoricize and reify tradition, these texts reveal the contradictions 
entailed by an effort to codify national Lebanese food culture. 

Folklorist Anis Frayha, writing in the late 1950s, aimed to capture the es- 
sence of Lebanese village life before it was “invaded” by Western influence.** 
Born in 1903, he idealizes the village of his childhood. The contradiction en- 
tailed in his periodization, however, is plain. Mount Lebanon had always been 
linked to the outside world, but its encounters with the West intensified in 
the nineteenth century with the region's integration into the global industrial 
economy and the arrival of Christian missionaries. Emigration to the Amer- 
icas had reached full tilt in Frayha’s first years of life. Returning migrants had 
brought back “Western” influence to their villages since the 1880s. Frayha’s 
nostalgic version of the village never existed, but his attempt to reconstruct it 
is emblematic of how writing about traditional foodways reflects an inclina- 
tion to posit them as an authentic local alternative to their Western industrial 
counterpart. Frayha sublimated the class agenda that had been so explicit in 
Sarkis’s writing. His village, and by extension the nation, had no social ten- 
sion.’ Lebanor’s projected image of prosperity belied simmering inequal- 
ity and political instability. Frayha wrote at a moment when many Lebanese 
households were buying cars, canned food, and televisions. His version of the 
pure Lebanese village remained influential, despite the fact that it excluded the 
country’s Muslim inhabitants.” 

As in the historical canon more broadly, cooking and cuisine are an after- 
thought in Frayha’s work. At the end of his discussion of women in traditional 
village culture, he mentions the “Lebanese kitchen” (a/-matbakh al-Lubnani). 
However, the term itself does not apply to his purported object of study: 
Frayha’s traditional Lebanese house did not have a space exclusively dedicated 
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to food preparation, which was done in the upper room (a/-‘u//iya) or outside. 
“Authentic” Lebanese village cuisine, according to him, was “simple and prim- 
itive,” lacking “art or innovation.” Complex preparations had been learned 
from the people of the coast or the upper class. These represented a “Turco- 
Persian [kitchen] erroneously called Lebanese.”** Where in this dichotomy did 
kibbe fit? If Lebanese cuisine included meat only sparingly, did the mixing of 
grain and lamb in kibbe represent a method of making precious meat go as far 
as possible? Or was it a dish of the Ottoman elite not generally prepared by 
Lebanese peasants? For Frayha, it was authentic Lebanese food, but he defers 
to other texts (unnamed but most likely Sarkis) that he says have described its 
history and preparation. Kibbe disrupts the binary that he constructed between 
“Oriental” and traditional Lebanese cuisine. His attempt to project a culinary 
distinction between Mount Lebanon and the rest of the region back in time 
falters when he broaches a dish that has a clear heritage throughout the region. 

Frayha’s literary production of an authentic Lebanese village coincided with 
the Lebanese state’s investment in the production of a national cuisine. George 
al-Rayyis was Lebanon’s minister of tourism when he published the first book 
devoted to “Lebanese” foods, Fann al-Tabkh, in 1951. Rather than being the 
explicit domestic project of a particular class, the new national cuisine was 
purportedly in the interest of the national economy and aimed at reforming 
practices of the public sphere. Rayyis adapted the book’s “Lebanese” recipes 
from a book already published by his ministry under the supervision of two 
chefs: Najib Elias Abi ‘Ad and Thabet Iskandar Abi ‘Ad. The government of 
newly independent Lebanon hoped to build an infrastructure to attract tourists 
and in doing so wanted to equip the staff of hotels and restaurants to prepare 
foreign cuisine that visitors would recognize and enjoy. Rayyis suggests that 
foreign recipes would make tourists feel at home in the hotels and restaurants 
that receive them. Equally, his project aimed to codify the Lebanese repertoire 
and to recognize and project the nation’s food in a positive and systematic 
fashion. 

During the mid-twentieth century, convincing tourists to eat Lebanese 
food was not necessarily an easy task. A United States Information Service 
guide to Beirut described kibbe as a “glorified hamburger” and counseled 
those visitors who were not “gastronomically adventurous’ to stick to the con- 
ventional “French cooking” widely available in the city’s hotels and restau- 
rants. The writer added, however, that “one does not know Lebanon” without 
tasting kibbe and stuffed zucchini (usa mahshi). A 1953 guide recommended 
places in Beirut to stock up for a road trip—“Western style.” Small cafés in 
rural villages would “not be up to preparing such meals” suited to foreigners. 
Only “adventuresome travelers will want to try local foods.”*” The same book 
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Table 1.2. Kibbe Dishes in Fann al-Tabkh (1951) 


Name of the Kibbe Dish 


Preparation Method and Translation 


kubba ni’a 
kubba ni’a ma‘a al-muhammasa 


kubba bi-l-siniyya 


kubba mashwiyya 

kubba mashwiyya bi-l-furn (aqras 
kabira) 

kubba magqliyya bi-l-zayt 

kubba ma‘a yakhni al-badhinjan 

kubba ma‘a al-kusa aw ghayrihi min 
al-khudar 

kubba labaniyya 

kubba ma‘a shishbarak 

kubba ma‘a al-kishk 


kubba arnabiyya 
kubba rummaniyya (TJarabulusiyya] 


kubbat al-samak 


Raw kibbe of meat, bulgur, and onion 

Raw meat, bulgur, and onion served with a butter 
sauce of onions, ground meat, and pine nuts 

Kibbe on a cooking tray with a stuffing of onion, pine 
nuts, and cooked meat between the two layers 

Kibbe shaped into small balls, stuffed and grilled 

Large kibbe balls “grilled” in the oven 


Kibbe balls fried in oil 
Kibbe balls served in eggplant stew 
Kibbe balls served in zucchini (or other vegetable] stew 


Kibbe balls in yogurt sauce 

Kibbe balls with dumplings in yogurt sauce 

Kibbe balls with kishk [fermented milk and bulgur) 
served with cooked cabbage 

Kibbe balls in lemony meat stock with tahini and 
chickpeas 

Kibbe balls in pomegranate sauce [from Tripoli, 
Lebanon) 

Fish kibbe baked on a cooking tray or in balls 


divides restaurants between “oriental and Western” categories, recommend- 
ing that the best bet (paradoxically) was to eat “favorite Lebanese dishes” at 
Western-style hotels and not in “oriental cafes catering to the local trade.” 
Local outdoor cafes, according to the guide, would be a nice place to enjoy 
beer or anise-flavored grape liquor, arak, with an array of mezze including both 
familiar dishes such as kibbe, introduced as “the national dish of Lebanon,” 
and bread, hummus, baba ghanoush, and the now less common roasted ‘asafir 
(quail or similar small birds), raw or fried liver, spleen, or brains.** Beirut’s 
vibrant restaurant culture was reflected in Rayyis’s concern with restaurant 
cooking. 

Compared with Sarkis, Rayyis and Frayha are more comfortable accentu- 
ating all aspects of the village tradition. The first kibbe listed among George 
al-Rayyis’s thirteen recipes (see table 1.2) was notably absent in Ustadh al- 
Tabbakhin: raw (nia) kibbe, spiced and mixed with onions. Rayyis recom- 
mended a higher percentage of lean mutton to bulgur than in his cooked 
preparation of kibbe. Ustadh al-Tabbakhin’s sanitary sensibility likely pro- 
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scribed serving uncooked meat, although raw kibbe was consumed in the 
nineteenth-century rural Levant.” It became the headliner of Lebanon's na- 
tional kibbe recipes in the mid-twentieth century. What changed? As the 
twentieth century progressed and the trappings of modernity became ever 
more ubiquitous, the food culture increasingly embraced its origins. That trend 
continued with Rayyis and accounts for his inclusion of raw kibbe. Refrigera- 
tion, of course, also made it safer to store and transport raw meat. 

The proliferation of industrial technologies made the reproduction of labor- 
intensive traditional cuisine feasible in restaurants and homes. Rayyis offered 
the traditional option of the jurn alongside the alternative of the food pro- 
cessor. The preparation of kibbe became a task that could be accomplished 
quickly, without hours of labor beating the mixture into a dough. Kibbe only 
took twenty minutes in the food processor: ten minutes for the spiced meat 
alone and another ten mixed with bulgur. Ice—not as readily available in late- 
nineteenth century Beirut—was used to help the meat adhere. It, too, was a 
time-saving shortcut to making the kibbe into a dough that could be shaped 
and cooked. Frozen and canned vegetables made some key ingredients avail- 
able year-round so that tabbouleh and hummus and other spreads could be- 
come ubiquitous on the “Lebanese” table. During this period, Lebanese cuisine 
took shape with the core repertoire for which it is known globally today.*” 

This embrace of village culture came as Lebanon’s countryside confronted 
a crisis. While Beirut of the 1950s and 1960s was noted for its prosperity, the 
country’s open economy offered no protection for small agricultural producers 
amid the massive commercialization of global food production. The growing 
irrelevance of the agricultural sector and the production of new inequalities 
again spurred emigration from the countryside. Much like the late nineteenth- 
century period that produced Ustadh al-Tabbakhin, independent Lebanon ex- 
perienced economic and social transformations and the rapid adoption of new 
customs and technologies. That context once again produced a need to codify 
and commodify an authentic version of the local cuisine, this time in the form 
of a Lebanese national project. Once again, the cookbook aimed to capture 
something as it was fading away, a process that would repeat toward the end of 
the century in the era of television chefs. 


Chef Ramzi and the Neoliberal Embrace of Lebanon’s Rural Kibbe 


As we have seen, the apparent prosperity of the decades that followed World 
War II masked a profound instability in Lebanon. As in the late nineteenth 
century, market forces displaced a significant portion of the rural population. 
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This trend, global in scope, was particularly intense in Lebanon because of the 
proximity of a major center of finance capital to a dense rural population en- 
gaged in traditional agriculture. This contradiction was the context for Frayha’s 
ethnography and the state’s investment in a Lebanese national cuisine. Such 
projects aimed to suture over Lebanon's growing divides, which exploded in 
the Lebanese Civil War (1975-1990).*8 

Rayyis was not displaced as the premier chronicler of Lebanese food until 
after the war, during another era of massive but deeply unequal economic 
growth in the 1990s. Ramzi Choueiri was born in 1971. His grandfather had 
accumulated wealth as a merchant in Louisiana in the early twentieth century 
before returning to Lebanon after World War I. In 1957 Ramzi’s father, Nadim, 
abandoned a career in finance and real estate to establish al-Kafa‘at, a techni- 
cal school for underprivileged and disabled youth. During the Lebanese Civil 
War, when his wife and children were in exile in France, he added a catering 
school. Nadim visited his family in Lyon, France, and encouraged his children 
to prepare themselves to contribute to the school once they returned. Ramzi 
studied culinary arts and hospitality in England and France before returning 
to Lebanon to work at the catering school in 1993.” 

Ramzi then began his career as a Lebanese television celebrity chef. Be- 
tween 1994 and 2011 he hosted a daily show on the Lebanese channel Future 
TV. Choueiri’s work reflected the ethos of a post—civil war national healing 
predicated on neoliberal economic prosperity. The reconstruction of down- 
town Beirut under the aegis of the holding company Solidere was to be the 
cornerstone of a new Lebanon. Rafiq al-Hariri was the majority shareholder 
in the company and owner of Future T'V while he served as Lebanon’s prime 
minister. Chef Ramzi’s show was sometimes broadcast from downtown Beirut, 
intimately linking Choueiri to the Hariri reconstruction project predicated on 
private capital.” 

Choueiri’s kibbe recipes numbered thirty-seven, compared to Rayyis’s fif- 
teen and Sarkis’s sixteen. Choueiri’s books describe in great detail the mechan- 
ical processes that facilitated making such an array of kibbe preparations.*! 
The labor regime had evolved in other ways too. After Lebanon's civil war, 
households with the means to do so stopped hiring Arabic-speaking house- 
hold servants, instead drawing on global labor markets. Women from Ethiopia, 
the Philippines, and Sri Lanka provided much of the intensive kitchen labor 
for the reproduction of the indigenous cuisine in bourgeois households.” This 
new domestic labor regime underpinned a reassertion of local Lebanese iden- 
tity through food culture. 

Like Sarkis, Choueiri initially focused on foreign foods but became a fa- 
mous best-selling author by turning toward an exploration of Lebanon's var- 
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ied interpretations of classic dishes. Choueiri’s show had a run of more than 
3,000 episodes, leading one critic to acknowledge that “every housewife” had 
the name of “Chef Ramzi for so long on her lips.”°* In his cookbook Min 
Turath Lubnan, Ramzi Choueiri explicitly links each kibbe variation to a spe- 
cific Lebanese village (see table 1.3). For instance, he manages to identify at 
least four recipes for pumpkin kibbe, each from a different location: Saghbine 
in the West Bekaa, Kherbit Selm and Deir Kontar near Bint Jbeil, Akkar, and 
Ehden or Hasroun in the north of Lebanon. He details the use of rice, bulgur, 
white flour, and chickpeas in kibbe. He notices, for example, more chickpeas 
in the south of Lebanon and more bulgur and rice in the north. Not just the 
kibbe but every recipe is attributed to a specific Lebanese town. The technique 
of jarm al-kharif, which is a traditional method of butchering and deboning 
lamb or mutton, comes from Dhour Shweir, while faga’ir bi-baq/a (herb samo- 
sas) are exclusively prepared with sumac in Beirut.** Moreover, most of the 
recipes in Choueiri’s work are “quintessentially” Lebanese, distinguished from 
their equivalents in the Syrian hinterland or Palestinian south by the small 
omnipresent Lebanese flag.°° Choueiri asserts the place of Lebanese cuisine 
amid its global counterparts with unprecedented confidence, mining each vil- 
lage for its ¢ypicités (typical items) in a mode akin to the same process of cata- 
loging regional diversity in France. 

Choueiri’s cookbooks preserve a village lifestyle increasingly imperiled by 
the difficulties posed by social reproduction in the Lebanese countryside be- 
fore, during, and after the civil war. Farmers could count on little protection 
from the government in terms of tariffs and extension services. Pollution of 
groundwater resources was a constant menace. Uncontrolled development of 
agricultural land, already substantially unplanned, accelerated during the civil 
war. Once again, as Lebanese village life faced unprecedented challenges, the 
rural sector was profoundly unsettled. Chef Ramzi Choueiri celebrated village 
foodways at the moment when the economic importance of Lebanese agricul- 
ture had reached its nadir.°° 

This analysis, it should be noted, does not seek to implicate Chef Ramzi or 
those who preceded him in chronicling Lebanon's foodways in the disposses- 
sion of Lebanon's rural population. They performed the service of detailing cu- 
linary customs for posterity. Sarkis’s project was quite different from the project 
of those who followed him, predicated as it was on explicit class distinction in 
an urban milieu. Rayyis’s massive cookbook celebrated the nation and shed all 
of the additional class-conscious advice that accompanied the recipes in Sarkis. 
Choueiri expanded his perspective to include and celebrate Lebanon's villages. 
Despite their differences, and the lack of explicit dialogue between the texts, 
they each perform a parallel function of salvaging a culinary tradition during 
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a moment of capitalist expansion: the first in the late nineteenth century, the 
second in the mid-twentieth century, and the third in the 1990s. The cuisine— 
Levantine and then Lebanese—was a product of that creative destruction: 
both a remnant of the old and the expression of a new kind of class formation. 


Conclusion 


“I have often wondered if the reputation of Lebanese cuisine might not be 
slightly overrated. After much thinking on the subject, I must say that it is 
totally justified.”°’ Syrian author Farouk Mardam-Bey, a key literary voice on 
Arab cuisine and scholar of its history, gives grudging praise while taking it for 
granted that Lebanese cuisine represents a coherent category of analysis. This 
history has shown that a cuisine understood to be distinctively “Lebanese” does 
not have roots that extend back farther than the mid-twentieth century. The 
different Lebanese cuisines share so much with Syrian food that the utility of 
distinguishing them for anything but nationalist purposes remains unclear. 
The energy surrounding the production of ostensibly distinct Lebanese, Pales- 
tinian, and Syrian food or that of individual cities obscures their commonality. 

Kibbe is a case in point. It was a key part of the Levantine foodways before 
and after this modern move for codification. Sometimes kibbe is associated 
with national units and sometimes with subregions or cities. Although now 
consistently recognized as “Lebanese,” kibbe is nonetheless equally associated 
with the city of Aleppo’s particular food culture. Some food writers claim that 
Aleppo is not only the epicenter of kibbe culture but indeed of Arab cuisine. 
For Claudia Roden, “kibbeh are the hallmark of Syrian cooking—the standard 
by which once upon a time women were judged—even if it was the cook who 
made them.”® The commonality between Aleppo and Sarkis’s Beirut is the 
refinement of the local food tradition by the urban middle class. Women and 
servants undertook the complex labor of making kibbe in an urban house. Men 
wrote the cookbooks to construct this new authentically local modern identity. 
This study has focused on how the expropriation of the peasant majority was 
necessary for the production of a new urban bourgeois domesticity first codi- 
fied in Beirut. This food culture did not represent an emulation of upper-class 
mores by a growing middle class but rather the reproduction of a regional craft 
in a new capitalist social context. 

Social history also illuminates the circumstances in which cookbook authors 
constructed a purportedly authentic Lebanese national cuisine. The project to 
codify Lebanese food coincided with three rounds of capital expansion that 
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unsettled life in the surrounding countryside and reshaped social relations in 
urban Beirut. The class dimension of this project became more implicit over 
time, while the local cuisine gained prominence versus global alternatives. 
Choueiri devotes more attention to the details of culinary diversity than any 
author who preceded him. The explicit class agenda in Sarkis’s work grew 
fainter and finally disappeared by the end of the twentieth century. Choueiri’s 
oeuvre contained an implicit message of class and sectarian unity. Despite these 
important differences in presentation, each of these cookbook authors sought 
to capture the essence of village foodways as they threatened to disappear amid 
the long decline of rural life that began in the late nineteenth century. 

This chapter has so far left the origin of kibbe unexamined. Mardam-Bey 
believes that the adoption of bulgur dates from the early Ottoman era.” If that 
is the case, then kibbe must too. The technique of pounding grain in a mortar, 
however, is very old. Further study will have to trace the dish’s history before 
the period considered in this study. The paucity of studies on the core aspects 
of one of the world’s most prominent food cultures remains a puzzle. Why, de- 
spite all of the global energy devoted to the cuisine of Lebanon, has this story 
not been told? The purported distinction between Levantine and Lebanese 
is thin: perhaps the obvious threat to the nationalist understanding posed by 
historical inquiry has discouraged researchers. 

A common perception maintains that the repertoire of dishes in Lebanon 
has become much more simplified. As it became enshrined in cookbooks, how- 
ever, it expanded. This inverse correlation confirms that modern food culture, 
as manifested in Arabic-language cookbooks, aimed at preserving a purport- 
edly traditional way of life. As a sense of loss intensified, so did the effort to 
chronicle the diversity of village cuisine in increasing detail. New sources will 
have to show precisely how this trend reflected changing patterns of consump- 
tion. This study concludes that the construction of this ideal cuisine masked 
the class dynamics that shaped it. 
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CHAPTER 2 


Adana Kebabs and Antep Pistachios: 
Place, Displacement, and Cuisine of 
the Turkish South 


SAMUEL DOLBEE AND CHRIS GRATIEN 


In the summer of 2018 the Turkish food writer and television host Vedat Milor 
reviewed a Syrian restaurant in Istanbul, named Saruja in honor of the neigh- 
borhood in Damascus (the hometown of its owner, Bilal Khalaf).’ Saruja 
impressed Milor, but notions of difference still underpinned much of his pos- 
itive review. He warned his predominantly Turkish audience that much of 
the food was different from “our version.”” The kebabs were good, but “the 
spices” made them distinct from Adana kebabs, a more familiar variety named 
for the southern Turkish city close to the border with Syria. For dessert, the 
restaurant served samfistikh baklava, with pistachios named for Sam (Arabic 
al-Sham), which refers to Damascus in both Turkish and Arabic but also can 
mean greater Syria. Many welcomed Milor’s review, but it also incited an inter- 
net backlash among those who objected to giving a Syrian restaurant so much 
attention. Some Twitter users complained that Turkey would soon become an 
Arab country. Others suggested that Syrians should go home. What is strik- 
ing about both Milor’s review and the xenophobic response from a historical 
perspective is that the ingredients and dishes of Turkey’s south that Milor 
categorized as distinctly “ours” were themselves newly a product of a Turkish 
national culture. 

In fact, food of the flavor termed “ours” by Milor had for many years been 
perceived as exotic or alien, in no small part because of its connections to 
southern Turkey and northern Syria (see map in frontmatter).* The kebabs 
of Adana that Milor mentioned in his review had long been viewed like the 
migrants from the Turkish south who brought them to Turkey’s cities from 
the mid-twentieth century onward: low-class and of potentially alien origin. 
Moreover, Milor’s reference to $am pistachios to describe the distinctive Syr- 
ian baklava concealed the protracted struggle over the nut’s identity. The Sam 
pistachio had long been associated with Syria but rebranded as the “Antep 
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pistachio” in Turkey thanks to considerable effort on the part of state officials 
over the course of the twentieth century. Yet during that period the nuts be- 
came an intimate part of daily life all across Turkey as migrants from the south 
asserted their presence beyond their home regions. Whether in the form of 
late-night kebabs, pistachio-flavored ice cream bars, or new restaurants that 
elevated these flavors to the forefront of the national cuisine, the food of south- 
ern Turkey has entered the mainstream and even become a culinary export. 

Food exposes connections between Syria and Turkey that are typically ob- 
scured by nationalism. Turkey and its neighboring countries of the Arabic- 
speaking Levant are not always imagined as part of a shared space today, 
though these regions were part of the same polity before the fall of the Otto- 
man Empire. In Turkey, the Arab countries of the south are sometimes imag- 
ined as “the others,” who betrayed the Ottoman cause.* Across the border to 
the south, Turkey is sometimes presented as little more than the successor of a 
former foreign occupier, remembered primarily for its role in the famine years 
of World War I.° Neither view is entirely accurate. But the division between 
Turkey and the places connected to it has nevertheless been reinforced by aca- 
demic scholarship that approaches the Arab world and Turkey as separate ob- 
jects of study, an approach that risks giving the arbitrary post-Ottoman borders 
more power than they deserve.® With these legacies, as well as ongoing con- 
troversy connected to the status of the millions of Syrian refugees in Turkey, it 
can be difficult to see the long-standing continuities between these places. 

Food offers one path forward. A look at the history of two items that Milor 
mentioned in his review—pistachios and kebabs—reveals these dynamics quite 
profoundly. Nuts and grilled meat serve different purposes in terms of culi- 
nary culture. Pistachios act as ingredients in both sweet and savory dishes or 
as snacks on their own. Kebabs represent a prepared dish. Also different are 
the ways in which the foods spread from the border with Syria across Turkey. 
Pistachios represent a food commodity built on the expropriation of Arme- 
nian property in the wake of the Armenian genocide and the end of the Otto- 
man Empire. They were subsequently rebranded as a Turkish national product 
through heavy state involvement. Kebabs, in contrast, journeyed to Turkey’s 
cities with migrants from the Turkish south. One variety became known as 
Adana kebab, not through heavy state involvement—as in the case of Antep 
pistachios—but rather through humble grill-masters who, much like many of 
their patrons, established new lives far from home. 

Together, Antep pistachios and Adana kebabs highlight two dynamics. 
First, they are both expressions of a’Turkish national culture born of disposses- 
sion and migrant labor. The foods from the Turkish south took time and work 
to spread to the cosmopolitan confines of Istanbul. But now, thanks to migra- 
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tion, as well as the emergence of a national taste, they can be found all over the 
country. Moreover, Antep pistachios and Adana kebabs reveal a considerable 
overlap with the cuisine of northern Syria, where nuts grown in much the same 
soil are called Aleppo pistachios and meats spiced in similar ways also take 
different names. The product of these two dynamics—the expansion of these 
foods across Turkey and their connections to the cuisines of Syria—perhaps 
has a provocative implication. Istanbul might not typically be thought of as 
part of the Levant—a term usually applied to the Arabic-speaking Eastern 
Mediterranean. But migration from the south has made the city and much of 
the country part of that space, at least in culinary terms. 

To explain these transformations, we chart how the distinctive flavors of 
Turkey’s Eastern Mediterranean, defined by legendary street foods, large help- 
ings of meat, and a bold embrace of red pepper (most readily symbolized by 
Adana kebab) came to be seen as part and parcel of Turkey’s mainstream cui- 
sine, as opposed to alien and low-class. We argue that this process began with 
the commercialization of the countryside in the late Ottoman Levant, giv- 
ing rise to a new class of migrant workers in growing cities like Adana and 
Mersin, and ended with a second wave of migration from this region to cities 
like Istanbul and Ankara during the 1960s and 1970s that profoundly shaped 
mainstream Turkish cuisine. We also explore the attempt to rebrand the pis- 
tachio—a longtime product of the Antep region that nevertheless remained 
associated with Syria—as a Turkish national product during roughly the same 
period. In doing so, we study how the food culture of the Republic of Turkey 
incorporated and rendered domestic a region of the Eastern Mediterranean 
that we refer to here as the “Turkish south,” the swath of territory extending 
from Adana to Antep and farther east along the Syrian border, inhabited today 
by large populations of Syrian refugees but also the longtime home of Kurdish- 
and Arabic-speaking citizens of the Republic of Turkey. In closing, we examine 
how these culinary influences have spread around the world. 


Foodways of Southeastern Anatolia during the Late Ottoman Period 


From high cuisine to back-alley barbeque, the kebab is ubiquitous in modern- 
day Turkey, although it cannot be claimed to be an exclusively Turkish na- 
tional dish. Various parts of the “Balkans to Bengal” region share terminolo- 
gies, methods, and ingredients with regard to meat-based recipes. The term 
“kebab,” used in many variants throughout the former Ottoman, Safavid, and 
Mughal Empires, is old and has been applied to a wide variety of dishes. The 


famous seventeenth-century Ottoman traveler and sometime fabulist Evliya 
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Celebi mentioned encounters with kebabs of dazzling variety from the Balkans 
and Crimea to Egypt and Anatolia during the seventeenth century.’ In addi- 
tion to kebab cooked on a skewer (sis), he also mentioned grilling and tandoor 
ovens being used in the preparation of dishes containing every sort of animal 
flesh: lamb, of course, but also beef, various fowl, fish, pork, and even crocodile 
in the case of Egypt. Kebab was common in the Ottoman capital of Istanbul, 
primarily as a form of street food. Evliya mentions roughly 1,500 people who 
roamed the city cooking and selling kebab and other ground meats like 4éfte 
(meatballs) from decorated ¢ahtirevans: roughly 400 small structures used as 
the mobile base for shops that could be carried from place to place by hand, 
akin to modern food trucks. 

Thus, traditions of grilled meat consumption had been in place across the 
Ottoman Empire for centuries. But these traditions would come to change 
considerably thanks to economic transformations of the nineteenth century 
that began to shape the cuisine of what would become the Turkish south. One 
center of economic growth was a region known today as Cukurova, centered 
on the cities of Adana and Mersin. Before the mid-nineteenth century, the 
main products of the region came from sheep and goats tended by villagers 
and seminomadic pastoralists. The region’s economy and population expanded 
in the late nineteenth century with the spread of commercial agriculture. This 
growth earned it the nickname “the Second Egypt.”® Cukurova’s main export 
was cotton. Tens of thousands of seasonal laborers came to the region each year 
for planting and harvesting. These workers were a diverse group, including Nu- 
sayri Arabs from northern Syria as well as Kurdish, Turkish, Armenian, and 
Assyrian migrants from as far east as the Iranian side of the Ottoman-Qajar 
borderlands.’ These transformations also shifted the region’s geographic grav- 
ity toward Cukurova. During Ottoman provincial reorganization, Adana had 
briefly been part of the province of Aleppo, a much more important political 
and economic center. But Adana had attained a great deal of economic power 
in its own right by the early twentieth century. For this reason, in 1913 mer- 
chants from Aleppo’s main port city of Iskenderun petitioned to be attached 
to Adana province.'° 

The mobile labor force and the region's rich tradition of animal husbandry 
created a culinary laboratory of sorts. The journalist and politician Abdiilkadir 
Kemali (the father of the novelist Orhan Kemal) recalled the region’s street 
food fondly. While still a primary-school student, Abdiilkadir was waiting 
alone in his father’s office, where he found a handkerchief full of money in 
the pocket of a jacket. He took the money and headed straight for the mar- 
ket. “In the center of Ceyhan’s market, itinerant cooks would make mumbar 
(stuffed sheep intestines with rice and meat), iskembe dolmas: (stuffed tripe), 
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and liver to sell to the workers who came from the various regions of the East, 
he recalled. “Every time I would pass by, I wanted to have some of what those 
workers were eating, but I could never find the chance... . Those were the days 
when you could get five or six skewers of liver kebab with a piece of bread for a 
penny. The ones in those days were enough to fill a large man, let alone a child 
like me.” He went to the little shop of a kebab chef known as Ali Banda and 
ordered liver kebab and bread. Moments later, “the kebab was ready, he set it 
in front of me, and I began to eat with gusto. 1 ordered mumbar and iskembe 
dolmas1 on top of that.” Young Abdiilkadir blissfully double-fisted kebab and 
dolma until he was located and reprimanded by a colleague of his father." 

Among the workers of Cukurova, regional specialties coalesced into a rich 
corpus of street food: skewers of liver cubes, mumbar, sirdan (sheep stomach 
stuffed with rice and meat), and Mersin’s iconic santuni (a sandwich of strips 
of beef or lamb boiled and stir-fried in cottonseed oil: perhaps the clearest ex- 
ample of how cotton both created the need for cheap workers’ fare and shaped 
food preparation techniques). And of course alongside all of these dishes was 
Adana’s kryma kebabt (grilled ground mutton spiced with lots of red pepper), 
which would later come to be called Adana kebab. While grilled meat was 
not exclusive to the Adana region, the cuisine’s cavalier use of red pepper was 
distinctive and continues to characterize the borderlands of Turkey and Syria 
today, as historian Sami Zubaida notes.’” This regional proclivity for a spicy 
flavor profile is also expressed in the use of pickled hot peppers as garnish on 
kebab and tan¢uni as well as a key ingredient of sa/gam suyu, a fermented bever- 
age made from red carrots and bulgur wheat once produced only in the Adana 
region. Though it comes in different forms, the spicy acz/1 variety is considered 
an essential companion to Adana kebab. 

To the east of the emerging economic region of Cukurova was Aleppo and 
its hinterland, where the provincial city of Antep was also growing in the late 
Ottoman period. If the ascendant commercial class of Adana made fortunes 
from cotton, pistachios were one of the principal sources of wealth for Antep 
families who owned land in the agriculturally productive countryside as far 
as Kilis and Nizip. There were even stories that an Armenian named Jurjy 
Chamichian—known as “king of the pistachios’—had brought saplings with 
him when his family moved to Antep from Persia.’* The provenance of this 
story is unclear, but many notable Armenian families in Antep owned large 
tracts of pistachio trees.'* Because the trees took decades to bear fruit, pista- 
chios did not offer a fast track to riches the way cotton did in Adana. Signifi- 
cantly, however, the trees required little precipitation and could produce tons 
of nuts on a biannual basis, even in agriculturally marginal environments. 

Pistachio growers from Antep expanded their area of cultivation into the 
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arid countryside by grafting new pistachio trees onto the preexisting roots 
of menengig or “wild pistachios” that clung to the dry soil.” The province of 
Aleppo—of which Antep was a part—produced a whopping 960,000 iyye (a 
little more than a kilogram) of pistachios by 1914, which amounted to about 
95 percent of total Ottoman pistachio production.’® All of these pistachios 
came from the Rumkale district, located east of Antep on the banks of the Eu- 
phrates, home of the vaunted pistachio fields of Nizip."” Though pistachios de- 
fined late Ottoman Antep’s countryside, the nuts were by no means new in the 
region; as far back as the seventeenth century, Evliya Celebi wrote that Antep 
was distinctive in exporting the nuts by the camel load to the rest of the Arab 
world, Iran, and even India.’* Wherever these pistachios went, they served as 
sophisticated embellishments of dishes both sweet and savory, whether as a 
crucial ingredient for baklava or a subtle addition to kebab and £éffe dishes.” 

Although Antep was the pistachio heartland of the Ottoman Empire, Da- 
mascus got most of the credit, as the nuts were commonly referred to in Turk- 
ish as Sam _/fist7g2: Damascus or Syrian pistachio. That was how they were 
listed in a register of gifts from Damascus to the Ottoman palace in 1765, 
when a number of top officials received foodstuffs like Sam apricots and Hama 
herbs, but only the sultan received “shelled Sam pistachios.””° The name stuck 
through much of the nineteenth century, appearing among the flavors of ice 
cream listed in Ayse Fahriye’s cookbook Ev Kadinz (1883) and in one of the 
first English-language cookbooks of Ottoman cuisine: Ardeshes Hagop Ke- 
oleian’s The Oriental Cookbook (1913). Pistachios, Keoleian reassured any poten- 
tially nervous readers, were “easily digested.””* Yet by the time many of these 
works were written, most pistachios decidedly did not come from Damascus. 
Indeed, when Ottoman officials sought to promote pistachio cultivation in re- 
gions like the Aegean coast, they contacted not Damascus but rather Aleppo 
for saplings.” 

To be sure, the expansive nature of Sam—referring to both Damascus and 
greater Syria more generally—could often include Aleppo and in some cases 
even extend to places like Antep.”* Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that many 
people at the time were confused that the commodity associated with Sam 
largely did not grow in Sam’s most prominent city but rather in Aleppo and 
to its north in Antep and Rumkale.** Moreover, the preferred term in Ar- 
abic, “Aleppo pistachio” ( fustug Halabi), contained no reference to Sam or 
Damascus.”’ As an explanation, a number of people have claimed that An- 
tep’s pistachios were exported via or marketed in Damascus and thus took on 
the better-known city’s name.”° Short-story writer and Antep native Liitfiye 
Aydin (whose own father was a pistachio farmer) has suggested a different 
explanation: Antep’s products may well have taken on the name of Damas- 


Adana Kebabs and Antep Pistachios 53 


cus “because in the Ottoman period Antep was connected to the province 
of Aleppo,” which fell within the confines of greater Syria.” In any case, the 
name “Sam pistachios” emerged from historical economic linkages of Damas- 
cus, greater Syria, and Antep. Over the coming years, the transformation of 
the Sam pistachio to the Antep pistachio would serve as a potent symbol for 
how post-Ottoman national boundaries would not only separate Turkey from 
Syria but also delimit the region’s pistachios. 


Food in the Making of the Turkish South 


In the wake of World War I, the political world of the Ottoman Empire be- 
came dismantled. Damascus and Aleppo would form part of a Syrian state 
administered by the French as part of the League of Nations mandate system. 
Meanwhile, the region to the north—Antep and Adana included—was occu- 
pied in 1918 by French troops, who sought to establish a mandate in this region 
as well. Invoking the Roman and Armenian term for the region, they called 
it Cilicia. The logic of the occupation was threefold: (1) the region’s cotton 
would feed French factories; (2) Armenian survivors of the genocide could be 
repatriated there; and (3) the region itself was an integral part of Syria.”* How- 
ever, armed resistance to the French occupation emerged within a year. When 
the French left at the end of 1921 and the dream of a mandate of Cilicia died, 
they evacuated the Armenians of the region, many of whom went to Syria and 
Lebanon.”’ To mark the break with the past and commemorate resistance to 
the French, the Republic of Turkey—established in 1923—renamed some of 
the region’s cities and towns. Antep became Gaziantep (Antep the Victorious), 
to commemorate its contribution to the national resistance. 

The food of the workers in Adana in the late Ottoman Empire endured as 
the city emerged as one of the economic powerhouses of Turkey. As the suc- 
cessor state to the Ottoman Empire, Turkey had lost millions of people from 
its imperial predecessor through territorial losses, ethnic cleansing, and mi- 
gration—far more than the number of refugees and “exchanged people” who 
arrived from the Balkans. Non-Muslims had played a large role in Adana’s 
economy as merchants, landowners, and laborers, as in many commercial cen- 
ters of Ottoman Anatolia. Cukurova’s cotton became all the more important 
in this context, functioning as an engine of Turkish national development. 
Muslim cultivators and merchants who had established themselves during the 
late Ottoman period were poised to profit, and new figures like Hac1 Omer Sa- 
banc1, who would create one of Turkey’s wealthiest business dynasties, moved 
to the region to capitalize on its economic opportunities.*° Laborers—whose 
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work made people like Sabanci rich—were not always as warmly welcomed 
in the new republic as was Cukurova’s agricultural output. Many were Ara- 
bic or Kurdish speakers, languages that were to be left behind, according to 
the mantra “citizen, speak Turkish.”** Workers in Cukurova—particularly the 
Arabic-speaking Nusayris—came to be referred to pejoratively with the label 
of fellah, deriving from the Arabic word for peasant.*” Such racial coding took 
on added importance when Turkey annexed a portion of northern Syria in the 
late 1930s.°° Nationalist thinkers and activists insisted that members of the 
region’s largely Arabic-speaking population were genetic descendants of the 
ancient Hittites of Anatolia and thus Hittite Turks.** 

Groups such as the Nusayris and others could be imagined as Turks, but it 
was more difficult to reimagine the region's food as distinctly Turkish. Even 
as Adana’s kebabs gained fame locally, the majority of the city’s most talented 
kebab makers hailed from Turkish cities farther east, including Adiyaman, 
Diyarbekir, and Mardin.*° Moreover, most of them were Arab. Their origin 
was commonly known, as revealed in a piece by the Turkish intellectual Bur- 
han Belge, himself born in Damascus to an Ottoman bureaucratic family (and 
briefly married to Zsa Zsa Gabor). Belge noted that the types of kebabs re- 
ferred to as “Aleppo-style” (Ha/ep isi) in Ankara or Istanbul were widespread 
across the southern cities of Turkey.** Notions of cultural difference mapped 
onto these descriptions. Belge called Turkey’s relationship to this region “the 
disease of the south,” akin to regional distinctions around the world that over- 
lapped with economic inequality, such as northern Europe versus southern 
Europe or Russia’s relationship with Crimea and the Caucasus.*” Thus Adana’s 
kebab culture derived its distinctiveness from the region’s multiethnic mix. But 
for the same reason kebabs became an object of exoticized derision, evocative 
of difference in a nation-state intent on consolidating a homogeneous national 
identity. 

Pistachios also became embroiled in these processes of differentiation. This 
occurred on a discursive level, as many wondered what the proper name for 
the nut should be. For example, the New York import group Zaloom Brothers 
wrote to the American consul in Aleppo in 1925 with a question on this topic.*® 
The group imported pistachios through connections in Aleppo and marketed 
them as “Syria pistachios.” Its logo featured an anthropomorphized pista- 
chio walking jauntily, clad in a fez with a crescent and star and brandishing a 
sword. But Zaloom Brothers noticed that a competitor in the United States 
was also selling pistachios under the name “Cilician nuts.” The label referred 
to the Cilicia region associated with the French (including Antep) but also, 
the Zalooms charged, served to take advantage of American consumers who 
might confuse “Cilician” with “Sicilian,” a more familiar association. 
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To settle the question of whether the pistachio was Syrian or Cilician, the 
Zalooms asked the American consul whether Antep—the source of the pis- 
tachios no matter how they were described—was “a part of Syria.” The consul 
replied categorically that Antep was no longer part of Syria.*? Though it is un- 
clear what message Zaloom Brothers took from the information, the exchange 
attests to the blurry boundaries of the post-Ottoman world and the way food 
products of the emerging borderlands of Syria and Turkey threw this dynamic 
into relief. Meanwhile, Turkish officials took a more active role in making it 
clear that Antep was outside of Syria. As they initiated a novel program of 
language reform, which entailed a purge of many words with Arabic and Per- 
sian roots, the implementation of the Latin alphabet in 1928, and changing 
place-names of Armenian, Greek, or Kurdish origin, one writer even declared 
that “Sam pistachio” ought to be considered among the many insufficiently 
Turkish words that were to be rejected and replaced in the post-Ottoman 
era.” 

The transformation also occurred on a material level. Turkey's Agricul- 
ture Ministry became involved in research to catalyze pistachio production 
by the 1930s, if not earlier.“ New trees were planted, though others had been 
around for many years. This was clear in 1949, when a “white-bearded seventy- 
three-year-old” told a newspaper reporter outside of Antep that “pistachio 
trees do not die. Who knows when the trees that you see here are left over 
from?”*” His words seemed to allude to the fact that Antep’s pistachio trees 
had survived World War I, while many of Antep’s Armenians—including 
those connected with the pistachio industry—had not. As in Adana, the 
Turkish state endeavored to rejuvenate this region and its economy in national 
terms, including ambitious schemes aimed at marketing Antep pistachios to- 
ward export markets rather than domestic consumption. As one person con- 
nected to the business explained to a reporter, “We export the good product. 
The bad ones go to Istanbul.”“* Some nuts still remained in Antep, of course, 
where they played a role in many dishes, particularly on special occasions. At 
one point during a typically pistachio-swollen banquet in Antep in the 1940s, 
Turkish prime minister Ismet Inénii is said to have asked for a glass of water, 
jokingly adding, “Please make it without pistachios!”* 

In the coming decades, the key ingredient of so many of Antep’s delicacies 
would find its way across the borders of the post-Ottoman world in dizzy- 
ing ways. With pistachios hailed by Turkey’s leading novelists and state offi- 
cials alike as Antep’s national treasure, other provinces began efforts to cul- 
tivate the tree.“* Meanwhile, smugglers began taking the commodity south 
to Syria.*” The phenomenon was so widespread that it not only appeared in 
Aleppo writer Khalid Khalifa’s prize-winning novel No Knives in the Kitchens of 
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This City but also became an object of discussion in the Turkish parliament.” 
During a 1962 speech, Kadri Erogan of Urfa—the Turkish province directly 
east of Antep—spoke of how smuggling ravaged the borderlands of Syria and 
Turkey to the tune of some 1.5 billion liras annually. No small part of this traffic 
consisted of pistachios, which Erogan referred to by their erstwhile name “Sam 
pistachios.” When he corrected his miscue, he called them not “Antep pista- 
chios” but rather “Urfa pistachios.” He excused himself: “Forgive me, esteemed 
residents of Antep.””” The ambiguity of place cloaked both of these episodes. 
Pistachios were being smuggled into the place from which they formerly de- 
rived their name. In discussions of smuggling, it was unclear what pistachios 
should be called even within the Republic of Turkey. The Antep pistachio had 
been invented by the mid-twentieth century, but it was not the unambiguous 
propellant of the Turkish national economy that state officials had hoped, in 
terms of both where the pistachios went and what they were called. 


The South Comes to Istanbul 


People of the Turkish south increasingly made their way to the burgeoning 
cities of the Republic of Turkey in the mid-twentieth century. With a major 
baby boom, agricultural mechanization, and urban industrialization, villagers 
looked to the city as a source of economic opportunity and social mobility. As 
they moved, the stature of Adana kebab and Antep pistachios continued to 
grow. Some have dated the birth of Adana kebab in its present form to 1946, 
when Mesut Silindir, a kebab maker in Adana, began to cook minced meat on 
a spit (sis) rather than a grill (zzgara).*° But others claim that the name came 
into being when the style of kebab left Adana.*! Whatever the true origin, 
men who had learned to make kebabs from their mothers in Adana gradually 
came to open kebab stands as a way of making money. The stands became 
known as “Adana Kebab Makers,” and their distinctively spiced kebabs made 
from meat minced by hand came to be known as Adana kebab. The kebabs 
produced by cooks from Urfa came to be called Urfa kebab, known for being 
less spicy than Adana’s.*” 

Migration fueled the spread of Adana kebab, which at the same time came 
to symbolize some of the complex emotions of displacement as some people 
left Adana for cities like Istanbul, Izmir, and Ankara, while others left their 
villages farther east to set off for places like Adana. Some 20,000 natives of 
the Cukurova region were living in Istanbul in 1965, and some 10,000 in An- 
kara. Meanwhile another 100,000 from villages farther east headed for the 
cities of Cukurova. Adana produced cotton and kebabs, but it also produced 
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Turkey’s urban working class in many ways. The large-scale internal migration 
catalyzed stereotypes that echoed the 1930s discussions of the “disease of the 
south.” When Adana native and sociologist Can Kozanoglu moved to Istanbul 
as a child, he quickly realized that “everyone has a certain idea about someone 
from Adana,” ranging from nouveau riche stereotypes of 1960s films to the 
continued association of borderland cities with smuggling.”* 

Music was one realm where the spicy kebab and the longing for love and 
home came together. Many of the foremost performers of the genre of Ara- 
besk, for example, who emerged in the 1960s, hailed from places like Adana 
and Urfa. The songs, like kebabs, played on the fact that ac: in Turkish re- 
ferred both to the spiciness of food and to the emotional pain of longing that 
defined much of the Arabesk aesthetic. Reveling in that longing produced a 
certain kind of pleasure mixed with the pain involved in migration, not unlike 
the experience of eating a spicy kebab.** Kebabs sometimes even came to be 
part of iconic Arabesk lyrics. On one record, Urfa native and Arabesk pioneer 
Seyfettin Sucu sang a free-form ode in Arabic (ghaza/) before launching back 
into the song’s refrain in Turkish: “Look at that brow, look at that eye, / my 
liver became kebab on those coals.”” This bilingual track sizzled with the local 
flavor of the south. Much like Adana kebab, however, the Arabesk genre was 
often looked down upon as low-class by Istanbulites, even as they secretly took 
pleasure in its consumption. Like the cuisine of the south that it accompanied, 
Arabesk offers evidence of how the region’s inhabitants had pushed their way 
into the mainstream.*° 

Adana kebab and Antep pistachios had both spread from their humble or- 
igins in the borderlands of southeastern Turkey by the 1970s. But they did so 
in distinct ways. Adana kebab had moved with the people who had journeyed 
to places like Istanbul in search of economic opportunity. The distinctive meat 
dish may have been on the menu in 1971 at the wedding of one of the scions of 
the Sabanci family, who had turned their roots in cotton and textiles in Adana 
into a global business empire that made them part of the Istanbul elite.°” But 
in Istanbul the food still carried the connotations of the people with whom it 
moved, migrants who had worked formerly in the cotton fields and later in the 
textile workshops of Turkey’s burgeoning cities. 

Motion was connected to the story of pistachios in a different way, as they 
continued to be smuggled across borders. In a 1975 parliamentary debate on 
the topic, Abdi Ozk6k lamented the practice but further complained that, 
after being smuggled to places like Lebanon, the “world’s best pistachio” was 
still being called “Sam pistachio.” In his view, Turkey received no credit for its 
delicious nut.°* Moreover, the economic effects of the smuggling, according to 
Ozkék, left Turkish farmers in a state of “peonage” (zrgathk), while other coun- 
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tries could enjoy “lordship” (agak). In other words, the smuggling of Antep 
pistachios moved the region’s nuts out of Turkey while migrant workers en- 
sured that Adana kebabs had begun to conquer Turkey’s great cities. 


The Global Goes South and the Turkish South Goes Global 


Demarcations of difference are still visible among regional cuisines in Turk- 
ish cities, but the class signification of kebab has changed with time. One of 
the foremost figures in this transformation was and is Musa Dagdeviren. His 
own story intersects in prominent ways with the history of the Turkish south. 
Hailing from a family that grew olives and pistachios east of Antep in Nizip, 
he would go to Adana annually to pick cotton during harvest season.” After 
a stint working in a bakery in Nizip and organizing workers there in the early 
1980s, he left for Istanbul, where he opened his first Ciya Kebab restaurant. At 
that time, grilled meat of the southeast was still, as he said in a 2018 episode of 
the documentary series Chef's Table, “something that was made fun of” (a/ay 
konusu).°° Through his restaurant, however, Dagdeviren was able to realize his 
vision of making the food of the Turkish south a gourmet experience: Istan- 
bulites could eat Aleppo-style kebabs while listening to classical music. In a 
similar way, bottles of sa/gam suyu found their way to grocery shelves through- 
out Turkey and onto menus in Istanbul restaurants. Though its alien taste re- 
mained unpalatable to many and transplants from the Adana region accounted 
for much of its consumption, the fact that a spicy and savory beverage made 
from fermented carrots and pickles had become almost as widely available as 
soft drinks and the yogurt drink known as ayran was further testament to the 
ascendance and mainstream status attained by cuisines of the Turkish south. 
As kebabs rose to a higher status, it seems that in some ways pistachios de- 
creased in value. The Iranian Revolution played a key role. The US embargo 
on Iranian goods—including significant pistachio imports—provided Califor- 
nia growers with the opening they needed to build their industry. Until that 
time, pistachios consumed in the United States were primarily imports, with 
domestic production of pistachios limited to an experimental farm in Chico in 
northern California and, farther south, a few trees dotting the city of Glendale 
(which has subsequently become home to no shortage of Armenians of Anato- 
lia and their food; one of its revered eateries is even called Adana Restaurant, 
offering quite a selection of kebabs).** But US growers capitalized on their 
chance and used an Islamophobic marketing campaign to consolidate their 
place in the pistachio market. A massive ad on Santa Monica Boulevard in Los 
Angeles depicted a man and a camel in the desert with the caption “Would 
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you rather buy pistachios from this?” beside an image of luxuriant California 
vegetation with the words “or this?”® With the US market closed off, Iranian 
pistachios that would previously have gone to the United States flooded the 
world market, driving down prices. Coupled with ongoing violence in south- 
east Turkey as a result of the state’s conflict with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(better known by its Kurdish acronym PKK), the place of pistachios in Turkey 
was precarious. Amid headlines describing a “pistachio war,” one pistachio ex- 
porter warned in 1991 that “if it goes on like this, the Gaziantep pistachio will 
be a thing of the past.”° 

This would not come to be, in part because of continued state support for 
pistachio cultivation. This support took a number of forms, including an an- 
nual Pistachio Festival beginning in 1990.°* Meanwhile, commercial publi- 
cations such as Yore (Region) and Guneydogubirlik Dergisi (Southeast Union 
Journal) emerged, touting the economic prospects of the southeast in general 
and pistachios in particular. Such initiatives were part of a broader effort on the 
part of the Turkish state to stimulate economic development in the country’s 
southeast in the form of the Southeast Anatolia Project (Gtineydogu Anadolu 
Projesi: GAP). The state-directed initiative of hydropower and scientific ag- 
riculture aimed to address not only the region’s poverty but also its status as 
the main site of Kurdish political challenge.® Pistachio cultivation intersected 
with this geography of insurrection, with 92.3 percent of the production tak- 
ing place in the GAP region as of 1993. In this context, state officials hoped 
to use science to transform the region’s possibilities and association with pov- 
erty and violence. Organizations like the Antep Pistachio Research Institute 
hoped to make obsolete the conventional wisdom about the decades necessary 
for pistachio trees to bear fruit. Sayings like “a pistachio from the grandfather 
and an olive from the father” attested to this dynamic, but the new scientific 
agriculture hoped to transform these limitations on production.®” 

Though Adana kebab was never viewed as a national economic product in 
the same way that pistachios in Antep have been, the city’s distinctive kebab 
culture has increasingly become recognized by state authorities as an oppor- 
tunity and a kind of heritage that requires protection. The Adana Chamber of 
Commerce patented the name Adana kebab in 2004, and those who used the 
term without certification faced at least two and a half years in jail.°* Among 
the criteria registered with the Turkish Patent Institute was a specification 
that the meat had to be taken from animals raised in the Adana region. Many 
agree that the zerroir of Adana continues to shape the kebab’s distinctive flavor. 
As Can Kozano§glu has remarked, kebabs in Istanbul never seemed as good as 
those in Adana, lending credence to the belief that “if animals do not graze in 
the Taurus mountains, they do not make good kebabs.”® An attempt at a fes- 
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tival occurred in 2005 with the “Official Adana Kebab Festival” in Task6pri, 
but it did not continue in the following years.”° 

By the time the patent was in place, the fame of Adana’s grilled meats had 
spread even beyond Turkey’s borders. A restaurant-owner named Erol Yilkiran 
decided to attempt to prepare the world’s longest Adana kebab in 2010.” 
Yilkiran’s Sultan Palace Restaurant in Hanover, Germany, was far from Adana, 
where the previous record-length kebab of 35 meters had been set at the 2005 
festival. But like the vaunted Adana kebabs that traveled throughout Tur- 
key with migrants from the south, kebab more generally—including Adana’s 
spicy variety—had traveled to Germany with the Turkish diaspora. Millions of 
people—many of whom hailed from the Turkish south—went there beginning 
with West Germany’s Gastarbeiter program. 

Antep pistachios did not travel in quite the same way, but the ambiguity 
about their name remained omnipresent. After the onset of the “Zero Prob- 
lems with Neighbors” policy in the early 2000s under Turkey’s Justice and 
Development Party, Syria no longer represented what it had in the past: the 
smuggler’s paradise spiriting away Turkey’s national wealth of the 1960s and 
19708 or the safe haven for the PKK of the 1980s and 1990s. A 2000 trilingual 
cookbook on the region of Antep and Aleppo trumpeted how southeastern 
Turkey and northern Syria shared the “same geography, same climate, and 
similar cultures.””” What, then, of the pistachios planted on either side of the 
border? The book offered an answer with its pistachio-heavy recipe for “Antep- 
style kaday:f,” a popular dessert. The Turkish-language version of the recipe 
called for “Antep pistachio” (An‘epfistig1) and the Arabic-language version 
of the recipe called for “Antep (Aleppo) pistachio” (fustug ‘Ayntabi [ Halabi). 
The English version called simply for “pistachio.””? Adding another layer of 
ambiguity, by 2014 the majority of Antep pistachios did not even come from 
Antep but instead hailed from the neighboring province of Urfa.’”* Numbers 
be damned: Antep anointed “the world’s first and only Pistachio Museum” 
in honor of it being “the homeland of the pistachio” in 2018.” In yet another 
example of the consolidation of the Antep pistachio, the nut even became in- 
volved in the Turkish military’s invasion of northern Syria in February 2018. 
In solidarity with Operation Olive Branch, as it was called, officials in Nizip 
arranged to have 1 million tons of Antep pistachios sent to the border for the 
enjoyment of Turkish soldiers.”° Nearly a century after Ottoman rule ended 
in what would become Syria, pistachios that had once been seen as evocative 
of greater Syria thanks to their label of Sam pistachios had entered Syria once 
again, this time with an army under the Turkish flag. 

Meanwhile, the cuisine of the Turkish south has spread beyond Turkey in 
more peaceful ways too. Musa Dagdeviren has been profiled not only in the 
aforementioned documentary series Chef's Table but also by the New Yorker.’” 
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Dagdeviren recently published a cookbook that is a compilation of local food 
traditions, many of them from the Turkish south.” It is titled The Turkish 
Cookbook, showing how foods like Adana kebabs and Antep pistachios have 
entered mainstream Turkish cuisine. But Dagdeviren’s work is also a stark re- 
joinder to those nationalist elites who might have looked down on the flavors 
of the south and its people. The Turkish Cookbook reveals a Turkish cuisine 
of remarkable diversity, with recipes drawing on Armenian, Assyrian, Arab, 
Greek, Jewish, Kurdish, and Turkish food traditions among others, though 
Dagdeviren insists that “food has no ethnicity, only geography.””? His work 
thus makes apparent complicated realities that many would prefer to forget, 
such as the polyglot worlds of migrant workers and nomads that eventually 
gave birth to Adana kebab or the Sam pistachios grown by Armenians that 
became Antep pistachios amid post-Ottoman efforts to forge a national 
economy. 

Thanks in no small part to people like Dagdeviren and Gaziantep native 
and food writer Ayfer Unsal, a number of chefs have brought the kebabs and 
pistachios of Turkey’s south around the world in a regional fusion billed as both 
upscale and authentic.®° A few examples include Rawia Bishara (of Brooklyn's 
Tanoreen), Yotam Ottolenghi and Sami Tamimi (of London’s Ottolenghi suite 
of restaurants), and Ana Sortun and Maura Kilpatrick (of greater Boston’s 
Sarma and Sofra).*" In one example of this oeuvre, London-based writer Sa- 
brina Ghayour offers a recipe for “Turkish Adana Kéfte Kebabs” that demon- 
strates the blurriness both of this genre and of the foods of the Turkish south 
more broadly.*” To create the dish’s distinctive spice mixture, Ghayour calls for 
Aleppo pepper. In invoking a spice named for a northern Syrian city to make 
the distinctive meat of a southern Turkish city, Ghayour gestures toward the 
overlapping food cultures of these regions (although it should be noted that the 
red peppers of Aleppo, Antep, Maras, and Urfa are distinct, though related). 
But the question of Aleppo pepper and its provenance has become more mot- 
tled still in recent years. Because of the conflict in Syria, much of the distinc- 
tive spice of Aleppo sold around the world today actually comes from southern 
Turkey.* People fleeing northern Syria carried their pepper seeds with them 
and planted them in southern Turkey, meaning that Adana kebab could very 
well be made with pepper seeds native to Syria but grown in Turkey. 


Conclusion 
In sum, Antep pistachios and Adana kebabs took trajectories at times over- 


lapping and at other times divergent. They both came to colonize Turkish cui- 
sine over the course of the twentieth century as the borderlands of southern 
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Turkey, its people, and its products became integral to the national economy. 
Both emerged from the economic transformations and regional connections 
of the late Ottoman Empire. Grilled meat dishes transformed the Adana re- 
gion’s rich animal husbandry traditions into filling fare for migrants working 
in the region's cotton fields. Pistachios functioned as an embellishment to 
sweet or savory dishes, including the famous baklava of places like Antep and 
Aleppo. While there were kebabs in Adana and pistachios in Antep during 
the Ottoman period, there was, in a way, no such thing as the “Adana kebab” 
and “Antep pistachio.” These distinctive names found today across Turkey and 
beyond would come later. 

The Antep pistachio emerged thanks to a concerted state effort to present 
the previous name of the commodity—Sam pistachio—as a relic of an older 
time. The invention of the Antep pistachio not only represented a severing of 
Turkey from its Ottoman entanglements with the areas that would become 
part of Syria. The development of pistachios—some of them expropriated 
from Ottoman Armenians expelled and killed during and after World War I— 
was also a crucial part of the creation of a Turkish national economy, complete 
with an emphasis on scientific improvement of the crops and an orientation 
toward export. 

Cotton in Adana was also envisioned as a way to rejuvenate the post- 
Ottoman economy of Anatolia. White gold and textiles made some fabulously 
wealthy, but they also required a mobile labor force. It was with these popu- 
lations moving from the countryside to places like Adana and subsequently 
to the growing cities of Ankara, Istanbul, and Izmir that Adana kebab came 
into its own as a recognizable dish. Unlike Antep pistachios, Adana kebab was 
coded in the Turkish national imaginary much like the people who brought it 
to the city, as low-class and of suspect origins, whether Kurdish or Arab, even 
as Istanbulites indulged in the guilty pleasures of Arabesk tearjerkers that pro- 
vided the same pleasure mixed with pain as Adana kebab’s signature red pepper 
spices did. By the late twentieth century, the negative associations had begun 
to change, thanks in part to interventions of people like Musa Dagdeviren, 
aimed at recuperating the forgotten foodways of Anatolia and elevating them 
to high cuisine. Meanwhile, local officials scrambled during the 1990s and 
early 2000s to harness the power of kebabs and pistachios as an indelible part 
of local culture and an asset to the tourism industry. Museums, statues, and 
festivals in honor of these foods of the Turkish south and indeed portions of 
the Levant more broadly are still being created in a time when Syrian refugees 
shed unprecedented light on the connections and divisions between Syria and 
Turkey. 

The histories of pistachios and kebabs offer cause for hope and despair. 
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They both point to the long-standing culinary connections between Syria and 
Turkey. But the histories of Adana kebabs and Antep pistachios also reveal 
how the connections of these foods with Syria and the Levant more broadly 
have been erased. As the foods became entrenched in the Turkish nationalist 
imaginary and economy, Sam pistachios became Antep pistachios. Meanwhile, 
the spicy meat of the south came to be viewed—much like those migrants who 
brought them to the city—as part and parcel of Turkey’s regional diversity 
rather than a demonstration of Turkey and Syria’s overlapping geography. It is 
in part because of these long-term processes of disconnecting Syria and Turkey 
that Vedat Milor could speak of the difference between “our food” and Syrian 
food in his review of Saruja with which this chapter began. But the history of 
Antep pistachios and Adana kebabs also undermines the differentiation that 
Milor was making. The “our food” Milor invoked when referring to Adana ke- 
babs had not long ago been itself associated with places like Aleppo. And the 
“samfistikh” baklava he delighted in tasting likely took its pistachios from Sam 
or greater Syria only by a most expansive definition of the region, including 
places in Turkey like Antep. In the end, this formulation might be accurate. 
Many have worried in Turkey about how Syrians have changed their country. 
Unquestioned in many of these arguments, however, is how the traditions of 
Syria have been a part of Turkey for many years already. The story of Adana 
kebabs and Antep pistachios reveals the culinary legacy of the late Ottoman 
Levant in Turkey that is simultaneously hidden and deliciously obvious. 
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CHAPTER 3 


The Transformation of Sugar in Syria: 
From Luxury to Everyday Commodity 


SARA PEKOW 


Tamar hindi, sultan al-sharab! (Tamarind, sultan of drinks!) 


NAJAT QASSAB HASSAN, HADITH DIMASHQI 


Long before the widespread availability of refrigeration in the Levant, Dama- 
scenes enjoyed sweetened cold drinks, ice cream, and sorbet during the hottest 
months of summer.' In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, bever- 
age peddlers called out creative phrases—like the one in the epigraph—to 
advertise their wares as they strolled through the city’s alleys and sugqs, car- 
rying an animal-skin bag containing a crystal pitcher filled with tamar hindi 
(a juice made of tamarind fruit), along with a few reusable cups. Sometimes 
they carried other drinks, such as a/—‘argsiis (made from licorice); a/—julab 
(made from raisins); gamar al-din (made from dried apricots); or lemonade.” 
Beginning each year in early May, enterprising merchants known as ¢hulaj 
would lead donkeys laden with large slabs of ice that had been stored in caves 
down the steep slopes of the Qalamun Mountains.* Hundreds of loads were 
sold every summer day to drink sellers and restaurants as well as to households, 
which sometimes would simply add dis (usually produced from grapes boiled 
down to the consistency of molasses) to the ice for a treat known locally as 
suwaygan.* 

Wadea Kassab, who spent his childhood in his native Syria during the late 
nineteenth century before emigrating to the United States, recounts being 
sent to the market in Damascus to buy a two-pound, foot-long chunk of ice 
to bring home to make cool drinks when the family had visitors.? Nazik Ali 
Jawdat, who was born in 1903 and raised in an upper-class home in Aleppo, 
was routinely served Aayfaliyya, a local delicacy of iced milk sherbet made from 
mountain ice, flavored with rose water and served with special china bowls 
and spoons, after soaking in the neighborhood hammam (bathhouse).° The 
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renowned Bakdash ice-cream shop, established in 1895 in Suq al-Hamidiyya in 
Damascus, also purchased ice brought down from Qalamun to make pistachio 
biza (ice cream). Siham Tergeman recalls groomsmen enjoying it at a wedding 
she attended as a child in the 1930s.’ 

The production of ice cream in Aleppo dates back to at least the 1630s, 
when an established guild for makers of ice cream already existed.* Jamal al- 
Din al-Qasimi classifies ice-cream merchants in Damascus by the Turkish 
term gardaramji in his famous Qamus al-Sina‘at al-Shamiyya, a dictionary of 
trades in Damascus written in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu- 
ries. Ice cream could be purchased by the serving in local suqs as well as from 
peddlers who adopted a smaller version of the ice-cooling technique used in 
ice-cream shops.’ The consumption of ice cream and /ayfaliyya was limited 
to wealthy Syrians due to the cost of materials and the capacity to store an ice 
delivery, but Syrians of all classes probably could buy an occasional lemonade 
or other cold drink from a peddler with some spare change. Three ice factories 
were in operation in Damascus in 1927. Damascus had five ice factories, Aleppo 
had four, and Hama and Homs had three each by 1945.'° Ice merchants who 
delivered ice from the Qalamun Mountains had to find new ways to earn their 
income. 

Just as the production of ice and ice cream underwent a transformation with 
the technological shifts of the twentieth century, so, too, did the production 
and consumption of sugar and sweets. Prior to World War I, the price of sugar 
was too high for it to be used a staple in the kitchens of poor Syrians. This is 
notable, particularly in contrast with its earlier rise in popularity in England 
and elsewhere in Western Europe, as documented in Sidney Mintz’s influential 
work, which shows how the taste for sugar grew alongside Britain’s emergence 
as an imperial power.'' The production of empire was reliant on colonial slave 
labor for natural resources to fuel industries in the metropole, as workers came 
to depend on sugar for the physical energy to work in the factory. The rise in 
sugar consumption in Syria was not tied to the same processes of extraction 
and industry as seen in Europe, but the expansion of technology and mecha- 
nization in Syria did lead to a shift in how products using sugar were produced 
and distributed. Examining the role of sugar in Syria during the modern period 
offers a microcosm through which to explore shifts in material, economic, and 
social history. This chapter demonstrates the importance of sugar as a com- 
modity in Syria during the late nineteenth century and early to mid-twentieth 
century within the context of the growth of the international production of 
sugar, how it spurred the expansion of new industries, and the many ways in 
which Syrians used sugar. 
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Sugar in Syria before World War | 


Centuries before the start of the transatlantic sugar trade, sugar was cultivated, 
bought, sold, and consumed in the Eastern Mediterranean, and is thought to 
have spread from Iran to Iraq beginning in the eighth century. Sugarcane was 
grown in Homs and Hama, among other areas of the Levant, by the tenth cen- 
tury and expanded to Egypt then North Africa and al-Andalus.” Sugar was 
an essential component of medieval Syrian court cuisine, only available to the 
wealthy and powerful. The thirteenth-century Syrian cookery book Scents and 
Flavors calls for sugar not only in the majority of sweets and beverage recipes 
but also in more than half of the seventy-five recipes for chicken dishes as well 
as a number of meat and pickle recipes. '? Most Syrians sweetened their food 
with dibs, though this was an ingredient disparaged by wealthy sugar eaters."* 

After a thousand years of industry dominance, the Mediterranean sugar 
trade was contracting by the seventeenth century. The Atlantic sugar trade 
was expanding, fueled by colonial conquest and slave labor. Demographic 
and climactic shifts added to the demise of the Mediterranean sugar trade. 
Eighteenth-century sugar consumption in Syria is estimated to have been 
even lower than during the medieval period. The cost of shipping from Europe 
or the Americas was especially prohibitive prior to the opening of the Suez 
Canal and the growth in steamships and train transport.” However, sugar 
had become a staple among the working class in Europe and the Americas 
by the nineteenth century, particularly in Great Britain, where per-capita an- 
nual consumption increased from eighteen pounds in 1800 to ninety pounds 
a century later."® One of the reasons for the massive increase in sugar pro- 
duction in the nineteenth and early twentieth century was the improvement 
in technology in refining sugar from sugar beets, which favored cooler cli- 
mates. Only about 50,000 tons of beet sugar were produced globally in 1841, 
along with 829,000 tons of cane sugar. Production of beet sugar had grown 
to 8,667,980 tons by 1910, which was slightly higher than the amount of cane 
sugar produced that year. Germany produced about a third of the total beet 
sugar on the market, followed by Austria, France, and Russia. 

While the market for sugar in Syria did grow with the international sugar 
boom, it did so primarily later in the nineteenth century, as the Ottoman Em- 
pire was incorporated into the global economy. New transnational contacts ex- 
panded alongside a burgeoning middle class in the Levant that was now able 
to buy products such as sewing machines and phonographs that previously had 
been either unavailable or unaffordable.’’ Sugar imports to Syria and Leba- 
non grew from £514,000 (Syrian pounds) in 1837 to £5607,000 in 1913, much 
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of it consumed in Lebanon.'® As Akram Khater has shown, over a period of 
twenty years following the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, the amount 
of sugar imported to Beirut more than tripled. Consumption expanded not 
only among middle-class urbanites but also in peasant villages in Mount Leb- 
anon, thanks to the growth of the local silk industry, remittances from abroad, 
and salaries from young women working as servants in cities.'? As shown in 
the following sections, sugar and sweets consumption in Lebanon remained 
considerably higher than in Syria between the end of World War I and the start 
of World War II, but the use of sugar throughout Syria exploded: it became 
a pantry staple for nearly everyone. 


After World War | 


The Central and Western European beet-sugar industry, which made up 
around half of total global sugar yields in the early twentieth century, was 
devastated during World War I.”° Just over 4 million tons of beet sugar were 
produced on the global market in 1920, less than half of the output a decade 
earlier. Germany’s sugar industry did not regain its footing until the late 1920s 
due to several factors: the continued difficulty of obtaining artificial fertilizer, 
growing labor unrest, and the loss of 10 percent of the country’s sugar factories 
to Poland in the Treaty of Versailles.71 Other European beet-sugar producers 
recovered more quickly: Czechoslovakia was one of the principal suppliers of 
sugar to Syria by 1924, along with Java, France, and Belgium.”? Worldwide 
beet-sugar production doubled between 1920 and 1925 and surpassed its pre- 
war peak by 1935. Cane-sugar cultivation surged even more dramatically: it was 
nearly double beet-sugar production by 1940.” 

The Levant states imported 8,000 tons of sugar and 164 tons of sweets in 
1913. During the war, the Allies imposed a blockade on the Ottoman Empire, 
which was one of the causes of the devastating famine in Syria and Lebanon 
from approximately 1915 to 1918. Before the direst part of the famine set in, 
diminishing sugar imports led to a greater reliance on dibs.”* In 1919, immedi- 
ately after the war, fewer than 4.5 tons of sugar and 48 tons of sweets were im- 
ported due to both the contraction in worldwide production and the recovery 
of local economies.” 

Paul Huvelin, a French supporter of the mandate who conducted a study 
of the economic potential of the Levant after World War I, thought that en- 
couraging sugarcane cultivation in the region would allow Lebanon and Syria 
greater self-sufficiency and an additional cash crop for export.7° Mohammed 
Sarrage, a Syrian student at a French university during that period, also rec- 
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ommended cultivating sugarcane and sugar beets in the area of Homs and the 
Bekaa in Lebanon in his 1935 critique of mandate agricultural policy.’’” France 
did invest in other cash crops (cotton and tobacco) to the benefit of French 
businesses while neglecting investment and support of other areas of agricul- 
ture, but the cultivation of sugarcane never caught on. A group of Syrian in- 
vestors seriously began to explore the possibility of growing sugar beets in 1934, 
however, even sending samples of experimental plants to Italy and planning a 
refinery in Der-ez-Zor in the east or al-Qamishli in the northeast.”* A beet- 
sugar refinery had also been in the works prior to World War I. Though beets 
have a lower yield than sugarcane, they require less irrigation, fertilization, or 
mechanized cultivation and add nutrients to the soil, while sugarcane reduces 
the soil’s fertility. Some people claim that they are indistinguishable in taste, 
though a recent nonscientific blind taste test declared cane sugar a clear win- 
ner. Professional chefs assert that there is a difference in cooking properties.”” 
The Syrian sugar plan never came to fruition, though small amounts of sugar- 
cane were cultivated during World War II and sent to Egypt to be refined.*” 
The first sugar refinery in Syria was built in Homs following the country’s in- 
dependence in 1946. 

As the economy gradually began to improve following the war, sugar be- 
came more affordable for regular consumers. Sugar cost about 10.54 Syrian 
piastres (cents) per kilogram in June 1921.°' The average daily wage of a male 
industry worker in Aleppo that year was 75 piastres, while a male agricultural 
worker earned an average of 35 piastres per day.*” Sugar prices on the Damas- 
cus market continued to drop as sugar imports continued to rise; granulated 
sugar from Java cost 6.7 piastres and sugar cubes cost 7.75 piastres a kilo in 
March 1935. The amount of crystallized (granulated) sugar imports alone was 
around 32,000 tons in 1937, rising to nearly 36,000 tons the following year, 
more than four times the prewar imports. The average daily wage for a worker 
in Damascus in 1937 was 52 piastres.** Due to the instability of the French 
franc, to which the Syrian pound was tied, it is difficult to compare prices from 
different periods of the mandate with total accuracy. The clear increase in sugar 
imports, however, alongside its decreasing price and a rise in wages, indicates 
an expanding market, in spite of fluctuations that occurred during turbulent 
periods, such as the Great Revolt in Syria from 1925 to 1927, the Great Depres- 
sion, and the general strike in 1936. The latter was a two-month boycott suc- 
cessfully led by the political opposition, merchants, and consumers that closed 
down markets, bringing the country’s economy to a halt.** 

Despite the increase in sugar consumption during the interwar period, 
some areas of Syria remained outside of the trend. In the remote village of 
Dayr ‘Atiyya in the Qalamun Mountains outside of Damascus, sugar did not 
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become a staple until the 1950s. The village had four commercial producers of 
dibs in the 1930s. Cash was not widely used in the area until the 1940s, but dibs 
was often used as barter. Even though it is less than 60 miles from Damascus, 
Dayr ‘Atiyya’s remote location and the lack of motorized vehicle traffic and ac- 
cessible roads kept it from being fully incorporated into the region's trade.*° 


Sweets, Past and Present 


Syrians have consumed the same types of pastries since at least the eighteenth 
century, whether made with sugar or dids.*° In his dictionary of trades in Da- 
mascus, Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi describes one of the many sweets special- 
ists: gafifati, the makers of kundfa (a pastry made with dough that resembles 
shredded noodles layered over cheese) and gata’if (a cheese-stufted sweet pan- 
cake).*” There are numerous variations of dundfa, including a/-bisama, made 
with pistachios or almonds and layered with a sweet filling made with cheese 
or cream held between two layers. Kunafa al-madliqa is uncooked and brushed 
with sugar and the cooking fat samn (ghee), covered with a layer of cream and 
then sprinkled with toasted pistachios. Najat Qassab Hassan, who was born in 
Damascus in 1921, devotes a section of his memoir to Damascene sweets, de- 
scribing a version of gafd’if, the small round pancakes lightly grilled and then 
covered in cream and drizzled with sugared syrup. These gata if al-asafir were 
so delicious that Hassan describes a friend eating one after the other until he 
reached a limit, with five of the sweets in his mouth. He could not close his 
mouth or swallow and had to spit them all out.** Hassan, who came from a 
wealthy family, saw this gluttony as humorous as opposed to wasteful: he had 
plenty of sugar and sweets to eat. 

In his semiautobiographical novel set during the 1930s in northern Syria, 
Hanna Mina describes a meal prepared by the narrator’s aunt and uncle and 
their neighborhood friends for the Christian Feast of Epiphany, which in- 
cluded ‘awamat (fried sweet dough balls) and zankal (a similar sweet made 
with fried dough).*” For Mina, whose family was mired in poverty during the 
interwar years and faced starvation during particularly dire moments, the con- 
sumption of sweets was limited to holidays.*° Poor Damascenes could purchase 
pieces from trays of leftover kundafa for a fraction of the cost of fresh portions 
of regular size, according to Hassan.** Siham Tergeman, whose memoir chron- 
icles her childhood during the mandate in Damascus, was raised in a relatively 
well-to-do Sunni household, where sweets (which included awamdt, zankal, 
and different types of kunafa and gata’if) were consumed on a regular basis. 
Tergeman’s mother, who cooked for the family, used both sugar and dibs, de- 
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pending on the dish (dibs was sometimes used even when sugar was available 
because of its specific flavor and consistency). 

Even as Syrians became more and more dependent on sugar in their daily 
lives, the sale of sugar and sweets would rise during holiday seasons. Cer- 
tain desserts were reserved for special occasions. Tergeman describes eating 
karawiyya, a sweet pudding prepared with caraway seeds and different types 
of nuts, at a celebration welcoming a new baby hosted at a neighbor’s home. 
Atbag al-jiradig, a pastry made exclusively during Ramadan, consists of dough 
cooked over a copper sdj and topped with dibs—a process that has remained 
relatively constant from the late nineteenth century to the present.*? Hassan 
fondly remembers sweets consumed during Ramadan during his childhood 
in the 1920s and 1930s, such as a/-kul wa-/-shakir, a small pastry similar in 
appearance to baklava. Among the most famous holiday sweets was ma‘muil, 
a cookie that Hassan notes was usually prepared in the home and enjoyed at 
Eid al-Fitr. He describes his childhood memory of watching ma‘mal bake in 
the oven as it hardened into its mold.“ 


Sweets Industry 


Except for sugar, almost all of the ingredients in Syrian-made sweets—various 
nuts, apricots, flour, samn, and cream—were produced locally. European-made 
sweets also found a niche market in the Levant. Syria and Lebanon imported 
nearly fifty tons of sweets in 1919, mostly from France and Great Britain, in- 
cluding candies, sugared fruits, and jams, amounting to about half of the level 
of prewar imports. As the economy slowly began to bounce back after the war 
and the Great Revolt of 1925-1927, the market for sweets rebounded, with 
347 tons of sweets imported in 1927, a high for the 1920s and early 1930s.*° The 
amount of sweets imports declined between 1928 and 1931, perhaps in part be- 
cause of the growth in production of local sweets. 

The local sweets industry consisted of relatively small operations with or 
without some form of mechanized production manufacturing candy, sugared 
fruit, jam, pastries, and chocolates. In Aleppo, 350 men and 400 children were 
officially employed in candy or pastry production in 1926.*° A 1926 French 
study found that the local candy industry produced twenty to thirty tons a year 
of sugar candies, barley candy, and caramels, prepared in hundreds of small 
shops (the exact number was impossible to ascertain). These candies, said to 
be popular among both urban and rural Syrians, could be purchased for twelve 
piastres per kilo in bulk.*” 

Damascus had two factories making halva (a confection made with sugar 
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and tahini paste), one producer of fruit conserves, and seven manufacturers of 
candy, nougat, and chocolate by 1934. A 1945 directory of Syrian businesses lists 
twelve sweets makers in Damascus and six in Aleppo.** Syria and Lebanon had 
far fewer alimentary industries than industries such as textiles and tobacco.” 
It is not clear from labor statistics how many people worked at each establish- 
ment. Even after it became easier to import machinery, however, even sweets 
producers of means were slow to mechanize their production process.” 

During the early part of the French Mandate, the expansion of industry in 
Syria and Lebanon stalled due to repressive French tariffs, among other ob- 
stacles. French tariff policy was initially based on Ottoman policy, which was 
an 11 percent tariff on all articles. This was raised to 15 percent in 1924 and then 
again to 25 percent for League of Nations members in 1926, which included 
Syria and Lebanon as French Mandates. The tariff was finally readjusted in 
1928, at which point industrial machinery and certain raw materials could be 
imported at a lower rate. The tariffs for items required for candy and sweets 
production, such as tinfoil and glass containers, were lowered. The sugar duty, 
however, remained quite high. Tariffs on prepared sweets were also high, which 
gave prospective native industries incentive to produce lower-cost items for the 
local market.** 

Fruit and vegetable conserve factories were among the industries in Syria 
and Lebanon that benefited from the reduced tariff schedule. The Syrian Con- 
serves Company, founded in 1932 by Shukri al-Quwwatli, a leading member of 
the National Bloc opposition party, was buoyed by his financial and political 
connections as well as access to the fruit of the family’s orchards in the Ghouta 
region outside of Damascus. The company employed around 200 workers 
during canning season by the late 1930s and produced around twenty-five tons 
of canned fruits and vegetables, which were consumed locally and sold for 
export.°” Quwwatli’s company produced about 150 tons of fruit conserves in 
1942, along with a variety of processed vegetable products, employing around 
1,500 workers during the high season.** Emile Cortas registered a trademark 
in Beirut in 1928 for Cortas Brothers jam. It was made from “the best selected 
fruit and the finest white sugar” according to its label, which was printed in 
English.** Cortas produced 12,000 kilograms of jam in the first trimester of 
1934.” By World War II, the company had the capacity to employ 400-500 
workers during the canning season and 50 workers in the off-season, producing 
300 tons of jam a month.*® 

Worldwide chocolate production quadrupled between 1890 and the start of 
World War I. Chocolate in Syria had been a luxury item before the war due 
to its short shelf life in warm weather, but its popularity grew locally during 
the mandate as prices decreased and global production more than doubled 
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between the wars. In his 1919 study of the economic potential of Syria, Paul 
Huvelin noted that chocolate was popular only among the European commu- 
nity in the Levant, which consumed an average of 100 tons a year before the 
war, the majority imported from Switzerland.°’ Whether or not his assertion 
was correct, chocolate makers courted local consumers after the war. The daily 
Damascus newspaper A/if Ba’ printed an advertisement for milk chocolate bars 
from the Swiss company Chocolat Tobler (also known as Toblerone) in 1923. 
These chocolate bars, which were available for purchase at Suq al-Bazuriyya 
in Damascus, were said to be low in price and healthy.°* During the inter- 
war period, Arabic-language Syrian newspapers contained many fewer adver- 
tisements than European and American newspapers and generally promoted 
big-ticket consumer products like cars, electric fans, and radios.*? The spots 
purchased by Toblerone or the local distributer of the chocolates indicate that 
Syria (at least the population of newspaper readers) was seen as a budding 
market. Another French study in 1926 asserted that chocolate was no longer 
considered a luxury in the Levant but an everyday item.” 

Chocolate imports were divided into several categories, the most popular 
of them being doules a la créme. These chocolates from Belgium cost fifty to 
fifty-five piastres a kilo in 1926, whereas the less popular French version cost 
between seventy piastres and 81.15 per kilo. Beirut purchased about 60 percent 
of the imported Joules @ la créme, Damascus 17 percent, and Aleppo 17 percent. 
Another type of imported chocolate treat, called “chocolats assortiment riche” 
by the French, included chocolates made with nougat, pistachios, or praline (an 
almond-based sweet filling). France provided the Levant with 60 percent of 
this import, which ranged in price from eighty piastres per kilo for chocolate 
with nougat, the most popular and least expensive type, to 52.00 per kilo for 
chocolate made with almonds. The most important chocolate product in the 
19208 on the local market was called dragées in French and malabas in Arabic. 
About 200 tons of these small candies with a hard outer shell and a nut or choc- 
olate center were consumed in Syria and Lebanon, most produced locally.*" 

The first establishment specializing in the production of chocolate in the 
Levant opened in 1925 in Beirut. The factory, which was considered rudimen- 
tary by the French, produced doules a la creme, malabas, and hard candy. Beirut- 
made malabas cost thirty-five to forty piastres per kilo for chocolate filling or 
seventy-five piastres per kilo for high-quality almond-filled malabas, whereas 
the French product sold for up to £81.50. Two years later, Beirut, Damascus, 
and Aleppo each had five similar shops, producing made-to-order chocolates 
for local clientele. It is not clear whether these chocolate manufacturers were 
already established as candy makers and then expanded their production to 
include chocolate, but one Syrian confection maker, Sadek Ghraoui, whose 
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company was founded in Damascus in 1805, began to work with chocolate after 
visiting a trade fair in Paris in 1931.°° Though Syrian-manufactured chocolate 
was considered inferior by the Frenchman who conducted the market study 
because of the use of lower-quality materials, the local chocolates did well on 
the market because of their affordability. They were sold in bulk in large, light 
wooden boxes without special brand markings. This local chocolate sold for 
about thirty-five Syrian piastres per kilo in 1926. 

Nearly 260 tons of chocolate were imported to Syria and Lebanon in 1929, 
far surpassing the 100 tons imported annually before the war. An article from 
a 1931 French trade publication claimed that some of the Levantine chocolate 
establishments were in the process of installing more up-to-date machinery 
and were beginning to use better-quality ingredients.°* Al-Dalati, a Damascus 
sweets and chocolates shop, advertised its wares in 1934 in the Damascus daily 
newspaper a/-Qabas, describing an assortment as miiza’ik shargiyya (Eastern 
mosaic), emphasizing native production to differentiate its products from more 
expensive and less familiar imports.® This was also a period when Syrian na- 
tionalists advocated economic nationalism and buying locally made products, a 
movement that was typically more visible in textiles and clothing marketing.®° 

Another industry that expanded during the interwar years was the produc- 
tion of sweet biscuits. A box of high-quality imported sweet biscuits cost about 
£83.60 per kilogram in 1920.°’ Over 200 tons of biscuits were imported into 
Syria and Lebanon in 1929, mostly from the Belgian company Social Belge. 
French and British biscuits were considered the highest quality. A kilogram of 
British biscuits sold for 80 to 120 piastres in 1934, and French biscuits at 60 to 
80 piastres. Biscuits made at the Beirut factory Jabre cost between 37 and 60 pi- 
astres per kilogram. Jabre produced 9,000 tons in 1934, and the Lebanese 
biscuit manufacturer Chelabi made about 5,000 tons. Local biscuits, however, 
had a difficult time competing with the low-cost Social Belge product or with 
Palestinian biscuits. Syria and Lebanon imported 774,845 piastres worth of 
Palestinian biscuits and over 5 million piastres worth of biscuits from Europe 
in 1931. 

Palestinian sweets producers had an advantage over their neighbors when 
sugar tariffs were eliminated in 1931, enabling them to lower production costs 
and prices.” Syria and Lebanon were the primary export market for sweets 
companies Lieber and Elite in the Yishuv in the mid-1930s.”° Confectionary 
and chocolate were among the few industries that did not suffer during the 
Great Depression or the Arab revolt in Palestine from 1936 to 1939. In fact, 
confectionary and candy jumped from 1,489 Palestinian pounds (¢P) in total 
exports in 1934 to £P21,895 in 1937. Chocolate exports rose from ¢P266 in 1934 
to £P4,594 in 1937. 
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Conclusion 


The growing trade in sugar and sweets between the mid-nineteenth and mid- 
twentieth centuries offers a window into transformations in the Syrian econ- 
omy, consumer patterns, and industries. The increase in the use of sugar was 
part of a larger pattern of the changes in agriculture, technology, trade, and 
consumption. Worldwide sugar production nearly doubled between 1920 and 
1940—from 17 to 30 million tons. The trade in chocolate also grew phenom- 
enally, quadrupling between 1914 and 1940.” Imports of foreign sweets in- 
creased as well, thanks to falling sugar prices and expanding trade. The grad- 
ual mechanization of the sweets industry brought lower-priced candy and 
chocolates to the local market, making sugar an everyday staple. Syrian sugar 
consumption grew after World War II and continued this upward trend until 
2010, mirroring global patterns. Syrian families consumed an average of thir- 
teen pounds of sweets during the Eid al-Fitr holiday at the end of Ramadan 
in 2005.” 

Since the 2011 outbreak of the conflict in Syria, the Damascus branch of 
Bakdash has continued to sell its specialty, Syrian ice cream made with mastic 
(a plant resin) and sablab, which is derived from orchid roots, pounded and 
stretched with large wooden pestles until it reaches an airy, chewy consistency. 
The store has faced frequent closures by government authorities, however, 
including a three-day period in 2018 due to the alleged dirty equipment and 
contaminated materials.’”* Declining sales resulting from the war led the store’s 
owners to open a branch in Amman in 2013. This has been a bittersweet under- 
taking: it offers the many Syrian refugees living in Jordan (representing one 
out of every fourteen people there) a taste of the familiar daza while reminding 
refugees of the continued destruction of their country.”” Other Bakdash out- 
lets have been opened in Lebanon and Dubai in recent years. Members of the 
Ghraoui family, owners of the famous chocolate company of the same name, 
were forced to abandon their factory in eastern Ghouta in 2012, as the area has 
been a stronghold for rebels and a target of government attacks. The family 
resettled in Hungary, opening a new chocolate factory in 2017, with plans to 
open a Paris boutique.” 

Many people who have never been to Syria are learning about the country 
or at least its culinary history through the growing Syrian diaspora. Across 
the Middle East, Europe, and the Americas, resettled Syrians have opened 
numerous small-scale sweets operations or otherwise earn a living in the food 
industry.” 

In addition to 6.7 million Syrians living outside of their country, another 6 mil- 
lion have become displaced internally.’”® Many who have remained in the country 
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have faced horrific violence. The death toll had reached approximately 585,000 
by early 2020.” According to the United Nations, as of April 2019, an estimated 
g million people in Syria require emergency food assistance and 6.5 million 
of them face starvation. Sugar has become a luxury item in Syria once more.*” 
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CHAPTER 4 


Pistachios and Pomegranates: 
Vignettes from Aleppo 


ANTONIO TAHHAN 


The scent of milk simmering on the stove transports me to my grandmother’s 
kitchen in Caracas. I remember sitting on the counter, my feet dangling as she 
stirred figure-eights in an oversized pot of ruzz b’halib—the Middle Eastern 
version of rice pudding. She kept her windows open and fans running. The 
cool touch of the stone counter felt good on my skin. 

Once the milk thickened, she would turn off the stove, wait a few moments, 
then add a splash of rose and orange blossom water to the pot. If you add it too 
soon, btrawwih al-ta‘meh, she used to warn me (you'll dilute the flavors). 

Twenty-five years later, I still prepare ruzz b’halib the way my sito did. 
I add the rose and orange blossom water the way she did. I ladle it into indi- 
vidual cups. I sprinkle a dash of cinnamon on each one and refrigerate them, 
uncovered. That is how you get the creamy layer on top, she taught me. It was 
always the most satisfying part to eat. This humble dessert is an expression of 
my grandmother's affection. It is a tradition that I continue to share with my 
friends. 

I was born in Venezuela to a Syrian family and grew up in Miami. Conver- 
sations at home were a mix of English, Spanish, and Arabic. The boundaries 
between these worlds have always been blurry. It was not rare to wake up to 
arepas alongside mand’ish za‘atar, a classic flatbread coated with a zesty blend 
of za‘atar and olive oil. We celebrated special occasions with oversized batches 
of stuffed grape leaves and outdated Arabic music—the kind my grandparents 
listened to in 1950s Syria. As a nine-year old, my favorite singer was Umm 
Kulthum (she still is). 

Our kitchen table was crowded with small plates of mezze that were meant 
for sharing. When we visited relatives in Venezuela, my mom used to catch 
up with aunts, neighbors, and my grandmothers over marathon food prepara- 
tions. Tabbouleh was a team sport. After hours of chopping, I remember the 
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wood cutting boards would be stained green. Chopping parsley was an excuse 
to gather. Cooking was always a social activity. 

There’s a saying in Arabic, baynatna khubz wa-milih (between us, there is 
bread and salt). It recognizes the social role that food plays in bringing people 
together. This collaborative approach to cooking taught me that food is more 
than just eating. It taught me that food is a vehicle for passing down tradi- 
tions and that food is how you take care of one another, both physically and 
emotionally. 

Growing up in an Arab-ish home, if there was an easy way and a compli- 
cated way of preparing a dish, my grandmothers insisted on the complicated 
way. The tastiest stuffed grape leaves were also the tiniest—about the size of 
your pinky. You could tell the quality of kibbe by how pointy the tips were on 
each end. The cookies from my childhood were made from semolina soaked 
in butter, stuffed with dates, flavored with orange blossom water, and individu- 
ally stamped with hand-carved wooden molds. While these complications may 
seem unnecessary, they celebrate the collaborative nature of their preparation 
and the artistry of their makers. 

These communal practices are rooted in a long culinary tradition. For thou- 
sands of years, the act of preparing a meal has been a collaborative effort. It 
literally took a village to put food on the table. Harvesting olives, coring veg- 
etables, baking bread—these tasks were as much social as they were practical. 
This approach is shared across many cultures. From twisting pasta into tiny 
tortellini in Bologna to stuffing tamales in Puebla, these labor-intensive culi- 
nary traditions are meant to be prepared together. 

I received a Fulbright research grant in 2010 to study Syrian food culture 
in Aleppo. I spent nine months in home kitchens, listening to women who 
taught me the value of an afternoon rolling grape leaves. Mirroring those mo- 
ments from my childhood, I cored and stuffed, rolled and shaped, alongside 
home cooks for hours in the day. Conversations that started about eggplants 
and parsley unraveled into stories of romance and companionship, culture and 
politics. 

On my way to the vegetable market in Aleppo one morning, I realized I 
was lost. I walked up to a middle-aged man with a graying mustache. He was 
standing at the corner of a busy intersection snacking on a bag of pistachios. 
I cleared my throat as I approached him: Marhaba (hello), I said in my dis- 
tinctly foreign accent. My “h” (Aa’) did not quite carry the bravado of a native 
Arabic speaker. Ad/ayn (hello), he replied enthusiastically, as if he was greeting 
an old friend. For a moment I wondered if I had met this man before. I smiled 
and asked if he could point me in the direction of the vegetable market. 

Before he responded, he extended his bag of pistachios toward me. Tafaddal 
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(please, have some), he exclaimed, shaking the bag a few times. My American 
upbringing taught me not to accept food from strangers, so I declined politely. 
I made sure to say shukran (thank you), so as to not offend. But he insisted. 
Having lived in Aleppo for a few months, I understood that this was part of 
an intricate, well-established hospitality dance. When you see it take place be- 
tween two locals, it is more like a waltz—both sides giving and taking, insisting 
and declining, before finally accepting. The foundation of this dance is based 
on the idea of karam (generosity). It is ingrained in Syrian culture. Food is a 
natural way for Syrians to express their karam. 

We exchanged stories as we walked down the busy street. I mentioned that 
I was an American Fulbright student studying lunch in Aleppo. While 
everyone in the Middle East takes pride in their food, Aleppans are famous 
for their cuisine. There’s a saying in Arabic: Halab imm al-mahashi wa-l-hibab 
(Aleppo is the mother of stuffed vegetables and kibbes). He assured me that 
I had come to the right place and referred to Aleppo as the culinary capital of 
the Middle East. 

Over thousands of years Aleppo was conquered and reconquered many 
times. Under the Ottoman Empire, it established itself as a bustling merchant 
city, a hub of ethnic and religious diversity. It was the nexus of three continents 
linking east and west, along the Silk Road. Communities from Armenians and 
Assyrians to Christians and Circassians to Jews, Kurds, and Muslims claimed 
Aleppo and its cuisine as part of their collective identity. 

Once the conversation shifted to food, the awkwardness of our initial in- 
teraction faded. The man was excited to share all the dishes I needed to taste: 
haytaliyyeh, kabab BRaraz, sujuq, muhummara.' As we passed prominent land- 
marks, he interjected facts about a city he clearly loved. He insisted on walking 
with me until we reached the suq. Once we arrived at the market, he extended 
his bag of pistachios another time. I could not say no again: that would be con- 
sidered ‘ayd (rude). 

I reached in the bag and popped a few pistachios in my mouth. They were 
dry-roasted and salted. I thanked him again—shukran (thank you)—and 
added ya‘tik al-“afiyeh (I wish you well). He responded by extending his open 
hand across his chest, over his heart, saying ya miyat abla wa sahla (you are 
most welcome, a hundred times over). 

Food, especially elements of generosity around eating, is a source of pride 
and honor for many Syrians. On a trip to Bassouta, we visited a small Kurdish 
farming village in the outskirts of Aleppo. As we were approaching the village, 
our van broke down not far from an orchard. Bassouta is famous for its pome- 
granates, so I took this opportunity to explore on my own. I started weaving 
through an endless maze of pomegranate trees when I stumbled upon a farmer 
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crouched over a mountain of his harvest. He greeted me with a smile. Without 
thinking twice, or asking who I was, he grabbed a pomegranate from his pile, 
cracked it open, and offered it to me. Food remains the ultimate manifestation 
of hospitality in Middle Eastern culture. Taking care of strangers and sharing 
what you have is ingrained in the ethos of the region. 

During my stay in Syria, 1 met many people like the middle-aged man and 
the pomegranate farmer who showed me great hospitality, pride, and kindness. 
These interactions are the highlights of my time in Syria. From simple gestures 
of sharing to the many hours spent preparing meals together, my experience in 
Syria reinforced what I have intuitively understood from my earliest childhood 
memories—the value of time and generosity in fostering relationships with 
those we know and those we are still getting to know. 
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Sitto’s Rice Pudding 


Serves approximately 12 


Ingredients 


1 cup medium-grain rice* 


3 quarts milk (whole or 2 percent) 


1 cup granulated sugar 


2 tablespoons orange blossom water 


1 tablespoon rose water 


Ground cinnamon, to garnish 


Directions 


ek 


Rinse rice under cold water (until the water runs clear), then drain. 


Combine milk and rice in a large pot over medium-high heat. Stir reg- 
ularly in a figure-eight pattern to prevent the rice from sticking to the 
bottom. 


Once the milk reaches a simmer, reduce the heat to medium-low. Con- 
tinue stirring regularly to draw out the starch from the rice. 


Cook, uncovered, for about an hour or until the milk thickens. When you 
run your finger along the back of the spoon, the streak should remain vis- 
ible. If the milk bleeds into the streak, continue cooking. Note that the 
milk will continue to thicken as it cools in the refrigerator. 


Add sugar and cook for five more minutes. 
Remove from heat and add orange blossom and rose waters. 


Ladle into individual glass (or other heat-safe) cups, garnish with ground 
cinnamon, and refrigerate, uncovered,” for a few hours or until ready to 


serve. 


Calrose and Egyptian rice are ideal varieties of medium-grain rice. Long- 
grain rice does not have sufficient starch, and short-grain rice tends to 
have too much, which can lead to a clumpy consistency. 


If you plan to prepare more than a day in advance, cover each cup with 
plastic wrap to keep the pudding from drying out. 
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Note 


1. Haytaliyyeh is a classic dessert that made its way to Aleppo from Asia by way 
of the Silk Road, which has three components: milk cubes thickened with cornstarch 
(traditionally wheat starch), milk ice cream, and a milk sauce infused with rose water 
and orange blossom water. Kabab b’karaz is a classic Aleppan dish of kebabs cooked in 
a sweet and sour cherry sauce. Sujuq is a fragrant Armenian sausage flavored with lots 
of garlic and seasoned with cumin, allspice, fenugreek, salt, and pepper. Muhummara is a 
popular Aleppan dip prepared with red peppers and walnuts, infused with pomegranate 


molasses. 


PART Il 


REVISITING FOODWAYS IN 
ISRAEL-PALESTINE 


CHAPTER 5 


Urban Food Venues as Contact Zones 
between Arabs and Jews during 
the British Mandate Period 


DAFNA HIRSCH 


The dominant paradigm in scholarship on the history of Mandate Palestine 
until the 1990s was that of a “dual society.” In the words of historian Zachary 
Lockman, this paradigm “has been premised on the implicit or explicit rep- 
resentation of the Arab and Jewish communities in Palestine as primordial, 
self-contained, and largely monolithic entities ... with distinct and discon- 
nected historical trajectories.”’ The last three decades have witnessed a shift 
away from this dual society model toward the idea of relational history, which 
is based on the assumption that neither Arab nor Jewish societies in Palestine 
can be understood separately from their encounter with one another and the 
constitutive effects of this encounter for both societies. While relational his- 
tory need not necessarily focus on actual social encounters, this trend has given 
rise to many studies focusing on relationships and contacts between Arabs and 
Jews in various spheres of life. 

One of the spheres where contact between Jews and Arabs took place on a 
regular basis was food and eating. Given the manifold activities involved in the 
process of producing, selling, preparing, and consuming food, contacts in this 
sphere took many forms. This chapter focuses on commercial food venues sell- 
ing local foods during the British Mandate period as contact zones between 
Jews and Arabs, as well as between European Jews and Middle Eastern Jews.” 
The three “mixed cities” of Haifa, Jerusalem, and Jaffa and the Jewish city of 
Tel Aviv serve as the chapter’s case studies. 

Defining food venues as contact zones does not mean that they were spaces 
of sociability and reconciliation—of “breaking bread.” Mary Louise Pratt de- 
fined “contact zones” as “social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, and 
grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination 
and subordination.”? While some commercial food venues could function as 
sites of friendly contact and sociability and serve as channels for cultural trans- 
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mission, such venues could also be sites of suspicion, animosity, and conflict. 
Indeed, they were sites where some borders were crossed while others were 
erected.* 

Yet Pratt’s conceptualization of the contact zone is premised on the as- 
sumption of two distinct and clearly demarcated cultures that “meet, clash and 
grapple with each other,” which is reminiscent of the dual-society thesis. Polit- 
ical divisions in Palestine (Jews versus Arabs) did not necessarily coincide with 
cultural divisions (European versus Middle Eastern or Arab). A central divi- 
sion within Palestine’s Jewish society was between European (Ashkenazi) Jews 
and Middle Eastern (Mizrahi) Jews with ancestral roots in Arab and Muslim 
countries. For the latter, local Palestinian food, if not always familiar, was not 
foreign either. Often Mizrahi Jews mediated various local foods to Ashkenazi 
Jews through the restaurants and food stalls they operated, even when these 
foods were not part of the fare in the countries from which the sellers hailed. 

Using food as a lens for studying intercommunal contact allows us to go 
beyond conflicting visions and political agendas to examine “the living experi- 
ence of subjects,” including the sensual and affective aspects of European Jew- 
ish settlers’ encounters with the Levant and its inhabitants.’ For this purpose, 
food is a particularly potent lens, given its ability to elicit powerful sensations, 
ranging from pleasure and longing to a sense of danger and disgust.® By this 
I do not mean to suggest that food in and of itself elicits specific affective re- 
actions; rather, our “gut reactions” to various foods are mediated both by the 
practical training of our bodies and by more discursive forms of knowledge. 
One example was the discourse of hygiene, which contrasted salubrious West- 
ern modernity to the dirty and dangerous Orient and its foods.’ 

By exploring European Jews’ early encounters with Palestinian food in this 
chapter, I seek to nuance the account of the Israeli adoption of various Pal- 
estinian Arab dishes and their presentation as “Israeli food” as “cultural food 
colonialism.”* First, this type of account is predicated on the binary division 
between local Arab and European Jewish settlers, leaving Middle Eastern Jews 
out of the equation. Second, this concept seems to imply that cultural food 
colonialism “naturally” follows land colonization. Yet studies on food con- 
sumption in colonial contexts show that European settlers’ adoption of foods 
from the indigenous repertoire, if it occurred at all, was hardly a self-evident 
process.” Reconstructing the history of Israeli adoption and appropriation of 
various dishes from the Palestinian-Arab menu as a sociocultural process re- 
quires that we go back to these early moments of (often ambivalent) culinary 
contact and try to decipher the affective reactions they elicited from European 
Jews. 
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In this chapter I draw on archival documents, newspaper and journal ar- 
ticles, autobiographies and memoirs, and interviews. Most materials are in 
Hebrew, but some are in Arabic and English.’ While most Arabic-language 
archival sources on life in pre-1948 Palestine were lost during the Nakba (lit- 
erally “catastrophe,” the Palestinian exodus in 1948),'' many Hebrew sources 
contain invaluable information on Palestinian society and ways of life, such 
as the materials collected by the Jewish paramilitary organization Haganah 
(Defense). 

This chapter opens with a description of the scene of commercial food 
venues in Palestine’s urban centers during the British Mandate period. It then 
discusses Mizrahi Jews as mediators of local foods to Ashkenazi consumers 
and finally Ashkenazi Jews’ reactions toward these venues and the foods they 
served, paying special attention to their sensual and affective aspects. As the 
chapter demonstrates, the most common reaction was rejection, on grounds 
that were both sanitary and aesthetic. At the same time, for specific groups 
of (mostly male) consumers, these venues—both “authentically local” and 
“exotic” —provided a sense of pleasure, adventure, and sometimes also danger. 


Commercial Food Venues in Palestine’s “Mixed Cities” 


After World War I, Palestine, which was formerly part of the Ottoman Em- 
pire, came under British Mandatory rule. According to the mandate system, 
the administered territories did not become imperial possessions but protected 
states and were to be governed by the colonial powers until their inhabitants 
would be “ready” for independence.’ 

In 1917 Britain issued the Balfour Declaration, supporting the establishment 
of a Jewish “national home” in Palestine. While small-scale immigration and 
settlement of nationally minded Jews had already begun by the late nineteenth 
century, the British Mandate period (1922-1948) saw the growth and consol- 
idation of a Jewish national community and national institutions as well as 
Palestinian Arab resistance to Zionism. Immigration of Jews increased in the 
19308 following the Nazi ascent to power, resulting in the Palestinian Revolt 
of 1936-1939. The Jewish population had reached approximately 600,000 by 
1947—about 30 percent of the total population of Palestine.'* Following the 
United Nations partition plan of November 1947, violent clashes broke out be- 
tween the two communities, which developed into a full-fledged war after the 
British withdrawal in May 1948. This war resulted in the Palestinian Nakba 
and the establishment of the Israeli state. 
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The mandate years were a period of accelerated urbanization, in both the 
Arab and the Jewish sectors. Among Palestinian Arabs, the share of urban 
dwellers increased from 21 percent in 1880 to 36 percent toward the end of the 
mandate, mostly due to labor migration from the countryside to towns, while 
the Jews (both Mizrahi and Ashkenazi) had been a predominantly urban pop- 
ulation throughout the period.’® In both Arab and Jewish societies, a devel- 
oping middle class exhibited a growing orientation toward consumption and 
leisure.’® As a result of these developments, the corpus of commercial food 
establishments grew and diversified, including street stalls, eateries, and restau- 
rants, which catered to various clienteles—single men seeking to fill their 
stomachs, recreation-seeking members of the middle class, tourists, British 
officials and soldiers, and others. 

Between the early 1930s and 1948, half of the Palestinian urban popula- 
tion lived in what the British government defined as mixed cities—cities and 
towns where significant Arab and Jewish populations cohabited. Among the 
Jewish urban population, the percentage living in mixed cities decreased from 
78 percent to 48 percent between 1922 and 1946.'’ Out of the seven mixed cit- 
ies, it was mainly Jaffa, Haifa, and Jerusalem that exhibited the characteristics 
of a modernizing, capitalist, and cosmopolitan urbanity. In these cities, trends 
toward spatial and social segregation, which were exacerbated in the wake of 
violent clashes, existed side by side with shared neighborhoods, intercommunal 
interactions, commercial partnerships, and other forms of cooperation.’® Yet, 
even in places and periods where trends of separation prevailed, cross-national 
relationships and encounters still took place.” Indeed, food was a realm in 
which such encounters took place on a regular basis. 

The earliest and most common channel for commercial encounters between 
Arabs and Jews involving food was street vending. Arab vendors sold foods 
and foodstuffs in commercial spaces populated by both Arabs and Jews, such as 
Hamra Square in Haifa or, starting in the early 1920s, the Carmel market area 
in Tel Aviv, located along the municipal border between the two cities. Many 
also sold their merchandise in Jewish neighborhoods, sometimes announcing 
it in three or even four languages (Arabic, English, Hebrew, and Yiddish).”° In 
some periods, the number of Arab vendors on the streets of Tel Aviv seems to 
have reached several hundred. According to municipal sources, various unof- 
ficial “markets” were formed on the border zone between Jaffa and Tel Aviv.”* 

Vendors sold either raw products such as goat milk (sometimes milked on 
the spot), eggs, olive oil, tahini, fruits, and vegetables or prepared foods such 
as falafel, fa/ (fava beans), hummus, mashawi (roasted meat), hamleh malan 
(roasted chickpea pods), da‘k (ring-shaped pastry) with sesame or za‘atar, baza 
(ice cream made with resin of Pistacia Jentiscus), and sweets, including a candy 
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made from thinly crushed chickpeas and sugar. Some sold drinks from big 
kettles or flasks, like sab/ab (a sweet drink made from ground orchid tubers), 
stas (a sweet drink made from licorice roots), tamarind juice, and lemonade.” 
Most vendors sold products from Arab farms, both in Palestine and abroad, 
but I also came across cases of Arab vendors selling products produced in Jew- 
ish factories.”° 

Restaurants were few and far between in the late Ottoman period and were 
found only in urban commercial centers. The early restaurants catered primar- 
ily to hungry men—bachelors or married men working away from home—as 
well as to travelers. The main culinary establishment for (male) recreation and 
socialization in Palestinian society, as in other countries in the Middle East, 
was the café, where men went to drink coffee or tea, smoke, play dice, read 
newspapers (or listen to them being read), and (after the mid-1920s) listen 
to the radio in some establishments.”* Starting at the beginning of the Brit- 
ish Mandate, and most notably in the 1930s and 1940s, the number of cafés 
and restaurants in major cities steadily increased.”° In Haifa, alongside the 
“humble” cafés, which offered coffee, water-pipes, and table games, a fancier 
variety developed, with the capacity to serve up to several hundred people and 
space for dancing and artistic performances. The more upscale cafés were vis- 
ited by women as well (a fact that did not go unnoticed by conservative critics), 
and there were even cases of women managing cafés.”° Some of these cafés 
served alcoholic beverages and foods such as mezze.”’ The simpler cafés did 
not serve food, but people sometimes bought foods like hummus and fi/ from 
other vendors and ate them in the café. 

Restaurants of the period can also be categorized as simple eateries, some of 
which specialized in one or two items like hummus, fi/, or roasted meat, ver- 
sus more elaborate establishments with fuller menus that included a variety of 
meat and vegetable dishes and stews. In both types, men were in charge of the 
cooking, in contrast to home cooking, which was the domain of women.”* A 
1927 article titled “Mata‘im” (Restaurants) in Fi/astin—the most widespread, 
nationalistically minded Palestinian newspaper of the time—mentioned the 
growing number of restaurants in Jaffa. Writing in a modernizing vein, the au- 
thor reprimanded restaurant owners for their poor hygiene, lack of food safety, 
and exaggerated prices.”” He wrote that if Jewish food had been palatable to 
Palestinians, those who wanted to indulge would undoubtedly have visited 
Jewish restaurants. This suggests that the notion of eating in restaurants as a 
form of recreation was already in effect, although it took longer to arrive in 
smaller towns.*° Nevertheless, in the mid-1940s recreational restaurant dining 
was still much more common among Jews than among Arabs.** 

Haifa became the major city in northern Palestine following the open- 
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ing of the Hijaz train line between Haifa and Deraa, Syria, in 1905. Many 
spaces of leisure there were visited by both Arabs and Jews.** One of them 
was the drinks and diza shop of Mustafa al-Haj in the northern corner of 
Hamra Square, which served as a popular recreation spot for Jews on Friday 
evenings, when Jewish businesses were closed.** Sources mention different 
types of benign or friendly interactions between Jews and Arabs in cafés, in- 
cluding conducting business meetings and playing billiard and card games, 
as well as less benign ones, like fist-fighting.** The city grew in the 1930s and 
19408, following the establishment of refineries and the expansion of the port, 
and became a cultural center attracting visitors from throughout Palestine and 
abroad. The number of cafés and restaurants increased: in the early 1940s the 
Haganah listed seventy-eight cafés and fifty-eight restaurants owned by Arabs 
in Haifa, mostly downtown.*” Many of these restaurants were patronized by 
Jews as well.*° According to Mordechai Ron, the morning fare was fi/ with 
olive oil—sometimes alongside hard-boiled eggs—served with pita bread, 
a plate of pickles, and a jug of cold water, while hummus reigned during the 
day. The cook prepared the hummus on the spot and scooped it onto a plate, 
wiping the edge with his thumb. The dish would be topped with fava beans 
and olive oil. J. M. (born 1937 in Haifa) noted in an interview how she and her 
friends used to laugh at Jews who came to eat hummus and /fi/ in the restau- 
rants near the entrance to the port, quoting the Arabic saying “What do don- 
keys understand about ginger?”*” 

Besides hummus and /fi/, Ron mentions other dishes that Jewish custom- 
ers ordered in Arab restaurants, including stuffed vegetables, grape leaves, and 
vegetables cooked in olive oil or tomato sauce. Some ordered meat, which was 
often hung on a hook in the entrance to the restaurant. The customers selected 
their cut, which the owner then chopped with a big knife before adding parsley, 
salt, and spices and placing the meat on a skewer to be roasted on the fire. Meat 
was also served in the form of shish kebab or siniyya (meat and vegetables in 
either tahini or tomato sauce cooked on a brass tray). Some restaurants— 
especially those that functioned as a meeting place for Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews—served alcohol and mezze, which could contain a large selection of 
different dishes.°® 

A café and restaurant culture was also developing in Jerusalem around the 
same time, particularly in the 1930s, when the presence of the British army 
led to a growth in the service sector. This attracted both Palestinian and Jew- 
ish labor migrants.*” Many of these food and drink establishments—of both 
European and Middle Eastern type, either Arab- or Jewish-owned—became 
sites of intercommunal interaction.*® According to Salim Tamari, the estab- 
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lishments located at the periphery of the new neighborhoods around the area 
of Musrara, Jaffa Gate, and the vicinity of the Russian compound provided 
a particularly cosmopolitan milieu.*" Yet Jews visited not just these types of 
establishments but sometimes also simple restaurants in or around the Old 
City.” Journalist Dorothy Kahn Bar-Adon described an “oriental” restaurant 
inside the Damascus Gate “that displays its wares most temptingly” and serves 
“humas salad” (prepared without tahini)—at the time unknown to many or 
most of her readers: “a symphony of color and taste, if it suits your taste. It is 
made of a bean which is grown in most parts of the country, the beans that 
vendors sometimes roast on the street. But after the beans are crushed and 
mixed with oil and lemon and properly garnished in the leisurely Oriental 
fashion, they are hardly recognizable.”* 

In Jerusalem the Haganah counted sixty-two Arab-owned cafés, restau- 
rants, and canteens and at least nine “hummus kitchens.”“* On the whole, 
however, eating out as a form of recreation was more prevalent in the coastline 
cities of Haifa and Jaffa than in more conservative Jerusalem.” 

A different situation prevailed in the Jewish city of Tel Aviv, which grew out 
of a neighborhood established by some of Jaffa’s Jewish residents who sought 
to distance themselves from the “Oriental” city and establish a modern and 
Western “garden suburb.”” Tel Aviv was home to a third of the county’s Jew- 
ish population by the late 1930s.*” The arrival of bourgeois Jewish immigrants 
in the 1920s and 1930s and the presence of British security forces, which had 
been growing since the beginning of the Palestinian Revolt, accelerated the 
development of a vibrant dining scene in Tel Aviv, including restaurants, cafés, 
and bars—some more fashionable than others. Tel Aviv, with a population of 
160,000, had more than four hundred cafés and restaurants by 1939.*8 How- 
ever, Tel Aviv and Jaffa were never entirely separate: several Jewish neighbor- 
hoods, which were part of the Tel Aviv urban sequence, actually belonged to 
the municipality of Jaffa,” while much of the northern Jaffa neighborhood of 
Manshiyeh, where Arabs and Jews cohabited, was encircled by Tel Aviv’s mu- 
nicipal borders. Jaffa remained the urban center for Tel Aviv’s residents until 
the 1930s, but Jews continued to go to Jaffa for governmental, commercial, and 
recreational purposes even later.°° In neighborhoods on the border zone be- 
tween Jaffa and Tel Aviv, inhabited predominantly by Mizrahi Jews, Arab and 
Jewish stores, workshops, restaurants, and cafés could be found side by side. 
These were visited by members of the two national groups.”* 

With all due respect to the author of the cited Filastin article who implied 
that Arabs avoided Jewish restaurants, commercial culinary encounters actually 
went both ways. Arabs, typically those of higher social status, did visit Jewish 
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cafés and restaurants, but to a lesser extent—given Arabs’ lower rates of 
restaurant attendance. Members of the new Palestinian middle class were 
often attracted to the European cafés and restaurants, with their foreign aura, 
although Arabs visited Jewish-owned restaurants serving Middle Eastern food 
as well.** Some Jewish-owned establishments that sold alcohol and hosted en- 
tertainment shows like cabarets and belly dancing attracted Arabs from neigh- 
boring countries. Filastin itself published advertisements for Jewish-owned 
cafés and restaurants, suggesting that they were indeed patronized by Arabs.” 

Yet these culinary encounters were also impacted by intercommunal ten- 
sions, bursts of politically motivated violence, and economic bans from both 
sides. Starting in the 1920s, and intensifying after the outbreak of the revolt in 
1936, an organized Zionist “buy local” campaign, which in effect meant “buy 
Jewish,” put increasing pressure on businesses and customers to boycott Arab 
produce.** Following the violent nationalist clashes of 1929, Arab merchants 
in Jewish neighborhoods were sometimes beaten and their merchandize dam- 
aged.*° The Tel Aviv municipality played an important role in the campaign, 
actively encouraging consumers to buy Jewish produce and controlling the in- 
flux of products into the city.°° Produce from Arab farms was usually cheaper 
than produce from Jewish farms, however, so many Jewish customers contin- 
ued to buy it. Therefore, Tel Aviv remained an attractive destination for Arab 
vendors. 

The violent nationalist clashes of 1921 and 1929 (followed by an Arab ban 
on Jewish businesses in Jaffa in 1929) and the Palestinian Revolt, which started 
with a six-month commerce and labor strike, slowed down intercommunal 
commerce and promoted greater spatial segregation.*” Jews and Arabs contin- 
ued to work side by side in the Carmel market, but any argument could easily 
turn into a feud.°* According to the author of a 1946 article on an “Oriental” 
café near the Carmel market, Mizrahi Jews used to spend time in cafés in Jaffa 
before the Palestinian revolt, but after the revolt they “transferred the atmo- 
sphere [of Jaffa] to the heart of Tel Aviv” by opening establishments of similar 
style and ambiance.” 

Nevertheless, many Jews continued to patronize Jaffa in the years after the 
J.6° 


revolt, especially during the “quiet” years of World War II. Heavy traffic of 
Tel Aviv residents to Jaffa was noted on days when Jewish cafés and restaurants 
were closed (such as Saturdays, Yom Kippur, or Passover, when people went 
to Jaffa to look for bread).®* Famous Israeli author Haim Gouri (1923-2018) 
mentions a row of Arab restaurants in the Jaffa neighborhood of Manshiyeh, 
where he would sometimes eat in the 1930s and 1940s. Future judge Gabriel 


Strassman (born 1931) wrote that Jews looking for “Levantine dishes” in the 
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1940s would occasionally go to Wadi Nisnas in Haifa, the Old City of Jerusa- 
lem, or Arab Jaffa. 


Middle Eastern Jews Selling Local Food 


As Sami Zubaida notes, Middle Eastern foodways, while far from homogeneous, 
are nevertheless describable in a vocabulary and set of idioms that are “often 
comprehensible, if not familiar, to the socially diverse parties,” within which 
“differences and boundaries are drawn and redrawn, negotiated and altered.”** 
Thus, for the Jews who arrived in Palestine from the Middle East, Palestinian 
Arab foods and foodways were “comprehensible, if not familiar,” even if some 
of the dishes were previously unknown to most of them. For example, Aummus 
bi-1-tahina (hummus with tahini) was consumed mainly in the Levant, a re- 
gion from which only a minority came, mostly after the foundation of the 
state. They found nothing extraordinary or exotic in the consumption, prepa- 
ration, and selling of foods from the Palestinian Arab kitchen. Therefore, it 
was often Mizrahi Jews who mediated local foods to Ashkenazi consumers, as 
street food vendors and restaurant owners. 

Jews from Arab and Muslim countries arrived in Palestine both before and 
during Zionist immigration waves from Europe. The local Sephardic com- 
munity held political and economic dominance within Jewish society during 
most of Ottoman rule in Palestine, but their position began to weaken in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. It further declined with the increase in 
Zionist immigration from Eastern Europe at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, especially after the establishment of British Mandatory rule and the 
foundation of Jewish national institutions. Political power shifted to Eastern 
European Zionists, who sought to distance themselves from what they consid- 
ered to be manifestations of the “old” unenlightened and unproductive Jewish 
culture and from the Orient in general and to shape the new “Hebrew” society 
and culture along modern and Western lines. Social and spatial segregation 
along ethnic lines increased during the mandate years. Most Mizrahi Jews 
were concentrated in the lower and lower-middle classes and were generally 
unassimilated into Zionist society and institutions, though there were excep- 
tions, mainly among Sephardic groups. 

Many Mizrahi Jews made their living by selling local foods on the streets of 
major cities. Yehoshua Zalivansky, who was born in Tel Aviv in 1919 to an Ashkenazi 
family, tells in his memoirs about an elderly Mizrahi woman who used to sit on the 
sidewalk on Tel Aviv’s Shabazi Street next to a giant pot on a Primus stove and pre- 
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pare hummus sometime in the late 1920s or early 1930s. When the chickpeas were 
soft, she would pound them to a paste in an earthenware dish, add olive oil, lemon, 
and spices (but no tahini!), and hand it to her customers, who ate standing up. After 
each customer finished eating, she would wipe the plate, refill it, and hand it to the 
next customer. Zalivansky first tried the hummus out of curiosity but later ate it 
whenever he had the chance because it was tasty and he liked the atmosphere in 
this “standing restaurant for beggars.” Other Mizrahi Jewish vendors sold falafel, 
which by the late 1930s had become quite prevalent and popular on the streets of 
Tel Aviv. In an article from 1939 titled “Seaside Temptations,” nutritionist Lilian 
Cornfeld described “the filafel [sic] man’as the most popular in the “unending gas- 
tronomic procession’ along the shore of Tel Aviv: “He seems to give you an almost 
unlimited amount of food for next to nothing. ... Unhappy the person who does not 
know the delights of filafel.”*” Tel Aviv had eight licensed Mizrahi falafel vendors 
by 1941 and others who sold falafel without a license.** Many of the vendors were 
of Yemenite origins, although falafel was unknown in Yemen.” 

Jewish immigrants from Arab countries and the Balkans also opened 
restaurants serving various local and Middle Eastern dishes. Several such 
restaurants published newspaper advertisements announcing the serving of 
specific “Oriental foods,” sometimes alongside “European foods.” The selec- 
tions of dishes usually included standard restaurant fare such as hummus, fi/, 
falafel, shashlik, and kebab—some of these being dishes that restaurant owners 
learned to prepare in Palestine.’ Some of the ads stressed that the food was 
not only kosher but also clean and fresh, attesting to the common perception 
of “Oriental restaurants” as dirty and to their desire to distinguish their restau- 
rants from such stereotypes. 

Some Ashkenazi consumers seeking to experiment with local food may have 
opted for Jewish-owned “Oriental” restaurants due to kashrut—the Jewish re- 
ligious dietary laws. Kashrut is a complex set of rules that stipulate which foods 
are allowed to be consumed, how they should be prepared (and by whom), and 
how and when they can be consumed. According to the rules of kashrut, in 
order to qualify as kosher, meat must be slaughtered in a specific way. Strict ob- 
servers of kashrut are also forbidden to eat food prepared by non-Jews. In fact, 
until the 1930s, many Jewish restaurants in Tel Aviv did not observe kashrut. 
Meat butchered by Arabs, including prohibited animals like camels, found 
its way into restaurants and homes in Tel Aviv. In the course of the 1930s, na- 
tionalist and religious interests coalesced, and serving kosher meat butchered 
in the Tel Aviv slaughterhouse became the norm in Tel Aviv’s restaurants and 
institutional kitchens.”! In any case, for the observant non-Orthodox section 
of the Jewish population, kashrut was a flexible norm centered mostly on meat, 
while vegetable dishes prepared by non-Jews were tolerated. 
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Tel Aviv’s Mizrahi population had expanded by the late 1930s, due to both 
migration and Jews fleeing from Jaffa during the Palestinian Revolt. The num- 
ber of Jewish-owned Middle Eastern restaurants increased.’”” For the refu- 
gees, selling food was one of the most accessible options for creating income 
from small initial investments. Those who were granted permits to open food 
establishments received some primary financial help.”* Most of these restau- 
rants were clustered in the southern neighborhoods of Tel Aviv on the border 
zone between Tel Aviv and Jaffa, where contact between Jews (mostly Arabic- 
speaking Mizrahis) and Arabs was more prevalent than in other parts of the 
city.’* Indeed, restaurants were one public space in which such contacts oc- 
curred on a regular basis. 


European Jews’ Experience of Arab and 
Mizrahi Restaurants and Food Stalls 


How did European Jewish settlers experience local restaurants and street stalls? 
What were their attitudes toward the foods they served? While the various 
sectors of the Jewish population developed different relationships with local 
foods, including selective (and often temporary) adoption by rural settlers, the 
following section focuses on the experiences of urban dwellers. 

Sources suggest that for the first generation of Ashkenazi settlers, local 
food sold in restaurants and in street stalls was unappealing. Kahn Bar-Adon 
reflected this sentiment when she wrote that “[t]he majority of the Oriental 
restaurants do not tend to stimulate one’s appetite.””” Expressions of repudi- 
ation of “Oriental” food and food establishments were usually couched in hy- 
gienic and sanitary terms. However, as shown earlier and as the sources make 
clear, the discourse of hygiene itself reflected nationalist, racial, and cultural 
assumptions. ”° 

Many letters to the Tel Aviv municipality from both residents and mer- 
chants complained about various nuisances created by the presence of Arab as 
well as Mizrahi Jewish street vendors, cafés, and restaurants: litter, shouting, 
foul odors, and suffocating smoke.’”” For example, in a 1945 letter to the Tel 
Aviv mayor, one of the city’s residents complained that the stench of falafel 
vendors close to his apartment spread through the surrounding area and de- 
prived neighbors and passersby of the possibility of breathing fresh air. He 
also mentioned the “many cases” of dysentery, hepatitis, and typhus that be- 
fell adults and children after eating the vendors’ falafel. He ended with a call 


to take any measure necessary to preserve the environment of the city and its 
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fresh air as well as the health of residents, especially the younger generation.”® 
As this letter suggests, in a city that sought to fashion itself as modern, West- 
ern, and Hebrew, the presence of “Oriental” vendors was perceived as out of 
place. 

A popular spot for food vendors was outside schools, where they aroused 
the concern of teachers, managers, and school physicians. The journal Hed 
HaMizrah (Echo of the East) brought the story of twelve-year-old Rachel, a 
recent immigrant from Syria who lived in one of Haifa’s Arab neighborhoods. 
Due to her family’s dire financial situation, she found work in a restaurant 
where the owner let her take a hundred falafel balls and sell them on the street. 
Rachel would sell them to children at small schools. The author of the article, 
probably a teacher, writes that Rachel was afraid of him because she heard him 
tell the pupils that falafel was bad for the stomach and they should not eat it.” 
Israeli author David Shacham tells how he used to buy falafel from a Yemeni 
vendor next to his school in Tel Aviv in secret, because his mother was sure 
that it was full of germs.°*° 

In 1941 the Tel Aviv municipality resolved to eliminate falafel from the 
streets, revoking all but two permits, but the vendors did not disappear.** In 
December 1944 Haim Halperin, the head of the newly established municipal 
Department of Supervision, declared a war against falafel vendors, in partic- 
ular against the selling of falafel, cakes, and sweets outside of schools because 
they “caused severe stomach diseases like hepatitis, dysentery, and typhoid 
fever, as well as favism ... especially among children of 7-8 years.” Halperin 
asked Dr. Eliyahu Rosenbaum, the head of the Education Department of the 
Tel Aviv Municipality, to see to it that school principals forbade children from 
buying from street vendors.** Vendors who did not comply were fined and 
their property confiscated; if caught again, they could even be sent to jail.® 
Nevertheless, the vendors always came back. The campaigns targeting school 
children were unsuccessful too: the pupils continued to buy from falafel ven- 
dors.* At least part of schoolchildren’s attraction to Middle Eastern foods like 
falafel was probably derived precisely from authority figures’ admonitions to 
avoid it. 

The notion that the selling of “Oriental” food in public spaces, especially 
by Arab vendors, did not fit the Hebrew city was expressed in a 1945 letter to 
the municipality by several owners of cafés on the Tel Aviv shore. This letter 
demonstrates particularly well how sanitary discourse could be wedded to na- 
tionalist sentiments and economic interests. The writers complained about a 
person who rented his café to four vendors: one selling salads, another falafel, 
another soda pop, “and the worst,” an Arab selling ice cream, “while none of 
the Jewish cafés sell ice cream.” They wrote: 
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Like the verse, you should purge the evil from your midst, and besides, they 
spoiled all the businesses. They have made it into something like a market. 
It’s so cheap, so simple, instead of buying a sandwich at the café, people buy 
falafel and stuff. Such as kebab, shashlik, etc. It’s a shame that we would re- 
main silent about something like this. Both politically and hygienically. It is 
not nice for the Hebrew city that an Arab sells his merchandise and nobody 
stands in his way. At night he brings little dirty kids to help him with the 
business, and he himself has sick eyes, and the entire city comes by to buy his 
ice cream.®° 


The writers complained further about the smells, the smoke, and the loud 
shouts and called on the municipality to take action. While the Tel Aviv mu- 
nicipality fought unlawful vending in general, it made a special effort to target 
Arab vendors, who were defined as “foreigners” in the official documents.*° 
Those who were caught were evicted and their property confiscated.®” 

Not only Arab but also Mizrahi Jewish venues were perceived as a piece of 
Jaffa in Tel Aviv. In May 1939, two months after the end of the revolt, a reporter 
of the sensational Iton Meyuchad (Special Journal) wrote about the restaurant 
of Yosef Batito, who moved from Jaffa to Tel Aviv after the revolt broke out: 


Here the people of Nazareth and the descendants of Albion drink together 
with the daughters of Tel Aviv, without a hint of racial hatred. Here hatred 
and anger disappear with the appearance of arak on the tables and everyone 
drinks to the sounds of a gramophone, which sometimes mix with sounds of 
avery different kind: smashing of bottles, yelling, swearing, and the sounds 
of vocal fights.** 


It is hard to know how the author of this column viewed such interracial 
sociability. Both the Jewish and Palestinian national movements tried to exert 
control over various types of national border—crossings, which were per- 
ceived as challenging and threatening, and particularly opposed “our women” 
mingling with “their men.”*’ At the same time, this excerpt describes the sit- 
uation in not entirely negative terms (“hatred and anger disappear”), although 
it may have been written with a pinch of irony, as the facilitator of this ami- 
cable interaction is the bottle. What is clear from this excerpt, though, is that 
such places were perceived as strongholds of uncivilized behavior (“smashing 
of bottles, yelling, swearing”), which middle-class Ashkenazim from “good 
homes” should stay away from. 

However, some Ashkenazis, mostly men, were attracted to Arab restau- 
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rants specifically for the sense of exoticism, sensuality, and sometimes danger 
that visits to these restaurants evoked. Judge Gabriel Strassman described 
how “tahini-hummus-kebab-shashlik meals” at Arab restaurants, albeit cheap, 
were regarded as festive meals and as a kind of luxury. “Devouring them had 
something of Oriental charm,” he wrote, noting that he and his friends were 
willing to eat in these restaurants in spite of some of the preparation methods, 
such as spitting on the roasting meat to improve its taste.” As this excerpt 
shows, the “exotic” allure of Arab restaurants could act as an antidote for po- 
tential feelings of disgust. According to writer Menachem Talmi, the restau- 
rant of Abu-Laban in the Carmel market became trendy among Tel Aviv’s 
bohemian circles in the second half of the 1940s.” As noted by Pierre Bour- 
dieu, exotic foods appeal to those sectors that are richer in cultural capital than 
in economic capital and therefore pursue originality at the lowest economic 
cost.” 

However, for some men, visiting Arab restaurants apparently involved more 
than distinction. Yehuda Litani, a journalist and coauthor of a guidebook to 
Israel’s hummus joints and olive oil producers, noted in an interview that in the 
early 1940s members of the Jewish paramilitary organization Palmach used to 
visit Arab restaurants as an act of heroism.” I end with two literary accounts 
of Palestinian Arab urban spaces involving food, written by a famous Palmach 
warrior: Israeli writer and poet Haim Gouri. The first is the poem “A Journey 
to Haifa’s Lower City,” which he likely wrote during the war of 1948, shortly 
before Arab Haifa was destroyed.”* The second is an account of his visits to 
Arab Jaffa during the mandate period in The Crazy Book, published in 1971. 
In both of these texts Gouri describes the Arab city in similar terms: full of 
smoke, smells, noises, shouts, and teeming crowds. It is a space that is decay- 
ing, malicious, threatening (Gouri explicitly mentions in his poem a “knife in 
the back”—obviously intended for the Jewish visitor); but it is also alluring, 
with its aura of exoticism, historicity, and sensual abundance. At the end of 
the second stanza of his poem on Haifa, Gouri explicitly mentions an “Orien- 
tal” restaurant that “assaults his senses” with the smell of roasting meat. In The 
Crazy Book he provides lengthy descriptions of the food in Jaffa, including the 
“za‘atar powder, which carries the smell of mountains at the end of the sum- 
mer” and hummus and /fi/ in a puddle of thick olive oil.” After the occu- 
pation of East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza in the 1967 war, Gouri 
described the hummus of Abu Shukri in the Old City of Jerusalem as his 
“madeleine cookie,” which carried him back to the Jaffa and Haifa of his 
youth.”° 

These descriptions convey particularly well the power of food in producing 
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a “sense of place” tied to specific geographical and human landscapes.’ For 
Ashkenazi Jewish settlers, Palestinian Arab places were both threatening and 
(sometimes because of that) alluring; both “foreign/exotic” and “authentically 
local.” Even as many of these foods were later “Israelized,” the sense of locality 
and authenticity with which they were invested was never symbolically de- 
tached from their Arab source. 


Conclusion 


Commercial food venues of Ottoman and Mandate Palestine have not yet 
been studied in depth. I hope that this chapter contributes to the description of 
these venues—mainly street food stalls and restaurants—by considering their 
function as spaces of Arab-Jewish encounters. While most of the available 
sources do not provide in-depth descriptions of the actual interactions that 
took place in these spaces, they nevertheless offer a glimpse into the burgeon- 
ing scene of street food, cafés, and restaurants in Palestine’s mixed cities and in 
the Jewish city of Tel Aviv, where trends of separation and national segregation 
existed alongside social contacts and cultural exchange. 

As demonstrated, it was not only Arab vendors and restaurant owners who 
mediated local dishes for Ashkenazi consumers. Jews who hailed from vari- 
ous countries in the Middle East also opened restaurants and operated street 
stalls where they sold local foods, some of which they had learned to prepare 
from Palestinian vendors and cooks. Both Arabs and Middle Eastern Jews 
were deemed “Oriental” by Ashkenazi settlers, the majority of whom treated 
these foods and food establishments with suspicion and sometimes outright 
aversion. Municipal authorities in Tel Aviv sought to limit the activity of street 
food vendors and drive Arab vendors off the city streets, but often with little 
success. 

While most Ashkenazi settlers avoided local foods during the mandate pe- 
riod, some did buy from Arab or Mizrahi vendors or visit “Oriental” restaurants. 
More often than not, they bought products from street vendors, but some also 
bought prepared foods, especially members of the younger generation. At least 
for some adults, these venues represented more than the unwelcome presence 
of the Orient amid Jewish modernity and progress. Both “exotic” and “local,” 
they offered an experience of sensual abundance, culinary pleasure, and some- 
times danger. This sense of “exotic localism” or “local exoticism’” still seems to 
accompany the visits of Israeli Jews to various Palestinian culinary spaces to 
this day. 
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CHAPTER 6 


The Companion to Every Bite: 
Palestinian Olive Oil in the Levant 


ANNE MENELEY 


This discussion of olive oil begins with a rich and unctuous excerpt from Pal- 
estinian poet Mourid Barghouti’s I Was Born There, I Was Born Here, a remark- 
able memoir of the aftermath of displacement following the establishment of 
Israel in 1948." He describes in memorable prose how olive trees and olive oil 
penetrate every aspect of Palestinian life. This quotation provides an anchor, 
to which we shall keep returning, as the chapter moves through a more con- 
ventional anthropological analysis. 


Everywhere you look, huge olive trees, uprooted and thrown over under the 
open sky like dishonored corpses. I think: these trees have been murdered, 
and this plain is their open collective grave. With each olive tree uprooted by 
the Israeli bulldozers, a family tree of Palestinian peasants falls from the wall. 
The olive in Palestine is not just agricultural property. It is people’s dig- 
nity, their news bulletin, the talk of their village guesthouses during evening 
gatherings, their central bank when profit and loss are reckoned, the star of 
their dining tables, the companion to every bite they eat. It’s the identity card 
that doesn't need stamps or photos and whose validity doesn’t expire with 
the death of the owner but points to him, preserves his name, and blesses 
him anew with every grandchild and each season. The olive is the fruit itself 
(berries that may be any shade of green, any shade of black, or a shiny pur- 
plish color; that may be almond-shaped or oblong, oval or spherical) and it 
is recipes, processes, and tastes (semi-crushed, salted, semi-dried, scored, or 
stuffed with almonds or carrots or sweet red pepper). Olives are people’s social 
status and what they’re good at. The season of their harvest, in the magical 
autumn, transforms the men, women, and children of the village into bards, 
singers, and lyric poets whose rhythms turn the tiring work into a picnic and 
a collective joy. The olive is the pressed oil flowing from the enormous palm- 
fiber pressing mats, its puzzling color somewhere between shining green and 
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dark gold. Of the virgin oil produced from the first picking they make each 
other their most eloquent gifts and in the jars set in rows in the courtyards of 
their houses they store their peace of mind as well as the indispensable basis 
of their daily meals. If anyone falls ill, the oil is his medicine, and if they rub 
their aches with it, the pain goes away (or rather it doesnt, but they believe it 
does). From its waste, they manufacture soap in the courtyards of their houses 
and distribute it to the groceries—Shak‘a Soap, Tuqan Soap, Nabulsi Hasan 
Shaheen Soap, and others. From the wood produced by the annual prun- 

ing, they carve curios, lovely wooden models of mosques and churches, and 
crosses. With great skill they whittle pictures of the Last Supper, the Manger, 
and Christ’s birth, and statuettes of the Virgin Mary. They fashion arabesque 
work boxes of various sizes inlaid with mother-of-pearl from the Dead Sea, 
along with necklaces and rosaries, horses and camel caravans, and carve them 
to the smoothness, luster, and amazing hardness of ivory. From the crushed 
olive stones they extract smooth grindings that they use as a fuel for their 
stoves along with or instead of charcoal, and over whose silent fire they roast 
chestnuts during the “forty days” of the bitterest cold, leaving the coffee pot to 
simmer gently, quietly, over its slow heat while outside the thunder mountains 
collapse, gather, and then collapse again, preceded by lightning at times hesi- 
tant, at times peremptory. Next to these stoves they exchange their sly humor, 
make fun of their cruel situation, practice their masterful skill at friendly 
backbiting, and, when visits of relatives or neighbors bring a boy and a girl 
together in one house, exchange flirtatious glances that combine daring with 
shyness. For those who dont like coffee, they bring the blue tea pot, and sage 
leaves with their intoxicating perfume of the mountains. 

These trees have been murdered, I think, and at the same instant, in two 
different places, stand a peasant with empty hands and a soldier filled with 
pride; in the same room of night a Palestinian peasant stares at the ceiling and 
an Israeli soldier celebrates.” 


Barghouti introduces us to the way olive oil seeps into quotidian life in 
Palestine, as it does in many other olive oil-producing cultures. Olive oil is a 
functional food, long established in folk knowledge of the Levant and Medi- 
terranean as healthy, but it is treasured for far more than its nutritional value. 
Its material qualities (its luminosity, liquidity, spreadability, durability, capacity 
to cleanse, capacity to seal or preserve, capacity to insulate, and, notably, lack 
of miscibility in water) facilitate a range of practices: religious, hygienic, and 
culinary.’ The nature of the tree and the collaboration of the human and non- 
human that is necessary to the practical making of products from it—whether 
edible substances (olive oil and olives), cleansing substances (olive soap), or 
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combustible substances (fuel for candles)—underpin its imaginary power. It 
has served as a central ritual substance even prior to the monotheistic tradi- 
tions: the ancient Greeks imagined the olive tree as a gift from the goddess 
Athena.* Olive oil, unlike fine wine, does not improve with age. There is no 
point in hoarding it. It must be properly stored to maintain its value. Yet it is 
seldom wasted. When it declines in quality as it ages, it is often made into soap, 
and the remains of the pits are fashioned into small logs. These logs are then 
burned to heat homes or fuel fires, warming people through the “bitterest cold,” 
as Barghouti notes. 

The violence that Palestinian olive trees have been subject to under the 
ongoing Israeli occupation bookends Barghouti’s reflection on the olive. In 
tandem with the radical encroachment of Israeli settlements on West Bank 
agricultural territory, olive trees and olive oil have become synonymous with 
Palestine and its contemporary struggle. Yet olive oil is also a valued product 
all over the Levant. For centuries olive trees and olive oil have been defining 
features of the Levant and of the Mediterranean more broadly.’ The olive tree 
can stand for almost anything: the land, the people, and the evocative cuisine. 
At the same time, olive trees and olive oil can be incredibly singular and emo- 
tionally particular. In The Golden Harvest (2019), a documentary about the 
production of olive oil, filmmaker Alia Yunis traces these tensions between 
the general and the particular in her travels to Palestine, the homeland of 
her parents, as well as to other parts of the Levant and Mediterranean. Her 
documentary explores how people and foods are both bound by the common 
denominator of olive oil and a Mediterranean geography and also incredibly 
localized and diverse.® 

This chapter focuses on Palestine, where the importance of tasting the 
product of Palestinians’ own land and trees has become highly charged as their 
land, and/or their access to it, disappears. Excerpts from Barghouti’s narrative 
are woven throughout the chapter to explore how the connections between 
people and their olives are expressed in art, poetry, and literature as well as in 
the culinary domain. Since my first trip to Palestine in 2006, I have interviewed 
producers, farmers, chemists, distributors, importers, and consumers of olive 
oil. My research has tracked what happens when olive-oil processing, standard- 
ization, and labeling moves from “techne” to “technoscience’—from local craft 
to international standards of industrial food science.’ I have also traced how 
Palestinian olive oil is transformed from olive oil (zayt al-zaytun) to “extra- 
virgin” when it travels abroad as a fair-trade product.* My understanding of the 
meaning and politics surrounding the olive tree and its beloved oil has been 
shaped by my participation as an olive-picking volunteer in seven olive harvests 
in the West Bank. 
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The People and the Tree: Human-Nonhuman Alliances 


The olive tree and olives are both referred to by the Arabic word zayzin. It is 
important to start with the tree itself, though that is not to say that the “olive 
tree” has exactly the same meaning in other parts of the Levant. Contempo- 
rary theoretical moves in cultural anthropology encourage us to incorporate 
nonhuman life in our interpretations of cultural practices.’ Cultural anthro- 
pology’s fascination with human-nonhuman collaboration may well seem like 
a commonsense truth undeserving of such theoretical elaboration to your av- 
erage olive farmer: it only takes one bite of a raw olive to determine that the 
olive fruit is not palatable in its natural state. 

The olive tree exists in the wild, but it needs human cultivation to be pro- 
ductive. Olive oil may be touted as a “natural” oil, but it was actually one of the 
first processed foods. As our archaeology colleagues tell us, ancient olive mills 
offer enduring evidence of the long-standing human habitation all over the 
Levant and Mediterranean. In Palestinian imaginaries, the olive tree is under- 
stood as an actor, a kind of coproducer of its own product—olive oil—as the 
result of human-tree co-generativity. 

John Hartigan’s call to anthropologists to pay more attention to plants is 
appropriate here, especially his observation that “plants are far more attuned 
to place than humans,” becoming “far more exquisite ciphers of ‘place’ than 
mammals.”"® The olive trees and the terraces on which they often stand are 
also testimony to long Palestinian habitation, knowledge, and labor. This ca- 
pacity of olive trees to mark place and human presence makes them powerful 
symbolic and material actors in Palestine-Israel. Their longevity and their te- 
nacity undermine the Zionist claim of a “land without people for a people with 
a land.” The most prized cultivar of the olive tree in Palestine is called Rumi 
(or Roumani). As many will tell you, the tree’s name indicates its origin in the 
Roman period, its centuries of adaptation to Palestine’s arid conditions, and 
its long presence on the land—and, by extension, Palestinian presence there as 
well. Rochelle Davis notes how in the Palestinian genre of “remembrance”’— 
books that chronicle and record village histories of life before the enormous 
dispossession and dispersal of the Nakba—the “monumental olive trees,” along 
with olive mills, are invoked as nonverbal testimony of the Palestinian people’s 
long-standing presence on their land." 


Israeli Arboreal Activities in the West Bank 


The meaning, practices, and trajectories (and potential trajectories) of olive 
trees and olive oil in Palestine must be understood in the context of the polit- 
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ical economies of Zionism and colonialism since the late nineteenth century, 
including the radical disruptions of and for Palestinian people in 1948 and 1967. 
In his lyrical way, Mourid Barghouti asserts that the olive tree in some respects 
stands in as a metaphor for the Palestinian person. Shoots coming up from 
the base of an olive tree devastated by a settler’s axe or poison provide a mate- 
rial sign of the tenacity and refusal to be erased from memory that is central 
to the Palestinian concept of swmad (steadfastness). This quality may well be 
why Barghouti suggests that olive trees represent Palestinian “dignity,” as they 
resolutely remain where they belong. Israeli settler attacks against olive trees 
in the West Bank often proceed as if olive trees are a stand-in for Palestinians, 
whose presence ought to be (and can be) uprooted from the land. 

The uprooted tree is more than a dead tree: it stands for loss of Palestinian 
life itself. As the olive tree embodies the rootedness of Palestinians in their 
land, the metaphor of uprooting becomes potent for those who were forcibly 
displaced from their land with the establishment of the state of Israel. As Pal- 
estinian poet and refugee Sharif Elmusa notes, uprooting comes to stand for 
the refugee: 


I could only imagine the enormity of despair that my parents and the hun- 
dreds of thousands of others felt at being uprooted; “uprooted” is still an apt 
word to describe that event, especially if the tree is old and its roots have 
spread profusely in the earth, and you can feel the tremendous force that 
pulled them out and listen to the sound of them tearing.” 


The processes of rooting and uprooting trees in the Holy Land has long 
been a part of making historical claims. Trees figure prominently in historian 
Simon Schama’s general argument about history, landscape, and memory in 
Landscape and Memory. It opens with a specific example: the Jewish National 
Fund’s charitable campaign to encourage Jewish schoolchildren to donate their 
pennies to planting trees, their “proxy immigrants” in Palestine.'* The trees 
planted by the Jewish National Fund were primarily pine trees, evoking the 
landscapes of Europe. As Irus Braverman argues in Planted Flags, trees were 
used as arboreal means of staking claims to land, as surrogate colonialists."* 
Pine trees grow quickly but are short-lived, in contrast to olive trees. While 
olives bear fruit, pine trees do not. While olive trees are part of orchards, Euro- 
pean pine trees are used to establish Israeli nature reserves, which both co-opt 
Palestinian land and often exclude Palestinians from it. The frequent contro- 
versial uprooting of olive trees and the equally controversial construction of 
the massive separation wall both have been justified by “security” concerns. 
For Palestinians whose land falls under what is designated as a “closed mil- 
itary area” or a “friction zone”—-set up to protect the ever-expanding Israeli 
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settlements in the West Bank—access to their olive trees is cut off through a 
byzantine system of permits. 

I interviewed Palestinian olive-oil producers, farmers, and activists trying 
to preserve olive trees (some of whom had been imprisoned for their activism 
by the Israeli military), whereas Braverman, an Israeli lawyer and anthropolo- 
gist, interviewed Israeli military officials about their understanding of the de- 
struction of Palestinian olive trees. As she indicates, olive trees are sometimes 
depicted as threatening presences, “as enemy soldiers who need to be cleared 
out” to make space for Israeli occupiers in the West Bank. She quotes Chief 
Inspector David Kishik of the Israeli civil administration: “Like children, their 
trees look so naive, as if they can’t harm anyone. But like [their] children, sev- 
eral years later they turn into a ticking bomb.”” 

The Palestinian interpretation of the relationship between humans and 
their olive trees is, predictably, different from that of the Israeli military. The 
Palestinian imagination figures the olive tree as nonhuman kin, expanding the 
terrain of kinship into the arboreal sphere. In one such personification, Tawfiq 
Canaan, a Palestinian doctor and amateur ethnographer, describes the olive 
tree—al-shajara al-mubaraka (the blessed tree)—as the nurturer of people, 
providing them with the olive oil that is so beloved."® At the same time, people 
nurture the olive tree in a spirit of reciprocity that defines their relationship 
with it. Under normal circumstances, the olive tree can live hundreds of years. 
This quality of durability has made olive trees central to nationalist discourses, 
and the olive tree (a/-zaytuna, singular) the symbol of Palestinian national- 
ism.’” When Sari Nusseibeh, a member of one of the notable families of Jeru- 
salem and current president of Al-Quds University in Jerusalem, was impris- 
oned by the Israelis, he was described by a fellow prisoner and nationalist as 
“the steadfast olive tree,”"* demonstrating how the qualities of the tree become 
associated with qualities of persons. The olive tree’s capacity to throw up shoots 
even after it has been cut down also provides a vital mimetic sign of Palestinian 
tenacity. As Israeli historian Ilan Pappé notes, in Palestinian villages destroyed 
in the Nakba and planted over with pine trees, the olive trees often reemerged 
decades later, refusing to submit to the erasure of the Palestinian presence.”” 


Preserving the Olive, Protecting Palestinian Life 


‘The uprooting of Palestinian olive trees continues in the contemporary West 
Bank, not in a metaphorical way but in an actual process that Braverman de- 
scribes as “tree wars.” Olive trees continue to be targets of the illegal settlers in 
the West Bank who cut down, poison, or burn the trees, steal the olives, and 
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harass farmers who are trying to harvest their trees. The destruction of olive 
trees became a rallying point for Palestinian popular protest against the wall, 
captured in documentaries like Five Broken Cameras (2011).”° This documen- 
tary features activist Eyad Burnat, who says: “We will always be related to our 
land and our trees because the olive tree is not just a tree to us. It is the symbol 
of our country, Palestine. It is not just for feeding us. We respect and we love 
the olive trees because we feel that our relationship with our land is the olive 
trees.” Going further, he implies that the olive tree stands not only for the Pal- 
estinians but for the land itself.” 

Penny Johnson and Raja Shehadeh, famous chroniclers of the disappearing 
Palestinian landscape, draw together Palestinian authors’ reflections on home 
and exile as refugees or forced economic migrants in Seeking Palestine: New 
Palestinian Writing on Exile and Home.” In these essays, as in so much Pales- 
tinian writing, olives and olive trees figure prominently. They also provide rich 
material for Palestinian visual arts. As Davis notes, wild or cultivated plants 
from their own land or villages become potent visual symbols for artistic repre- 
sentations whereby Palestinians articulate the loss and damage to their people, 
culture, and land: “These products of the earth—orange and olive trees and 
cacti—are an essential visual vocabulary in the iconography of Palestinian art, 
in particular literature and political poster art.””? Two of these art forms are 
intertwined in the recent book by Nora Lester Murad and Danna Masad: Rest 
in My Shade: A Poem about Roots. 1n this poetic work dedicated to “refugees and 
displaced people everywhere,” the olive tree narrates the effect of the onslaught 
of the occupation for the trees and the Palestinian people.”* The olive tree’s 
narrative is made viscerally moving through illustrations by Palestinian artists 
like Rana Bishara, Suleiman Mansour, and Steve Sabella.”* 

Barghouti opens his reflection with the destruction of olive trees that he 
witnessed on a troubled trip from Ramallah to Jericho. The olive trees are 
personified: he describes the trees as “murdered,” uprooted and discarded like 
“dishonored corpses.” He then describes the centrality of olive oil, including 
its harvest and milling, in the Palestinian diet and social life. He returns to 
the olive trees’ murder at the end of his reflection by evoking the peasant with 
“empty hands” staring at a ceiling while a proud Israeli soldier celebrates. In 
Palestinian arboreal imaginaries, olive trees are kin: their destruction hits at 
the heart of the family, as a murder would. Lena Jayyusi offers an arresting re- 
flection on the destruction of olive trees in her description of a farmer grieving 
for his trees, as he would for a child: 


Here, the cutting of the olives is like a visceral blow to him, something ex- 
tracted and uprooted from his very own life and body. The olive, nurtured in 
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various ways, courted, sung about and then received as nurture in return, con- 
stitutes a corporeal bond of living, of need and sustenance. It is in this that it 
becomes possible to carry the image or idea of the olive tree farther into other 


contexts as a symbol of that very life: it begins to function metonymically as 
life itself.7° 


Olive trees are also part of a living lineage of their owners that connects 
them to their grandfathers and grandchildren, signifying them as holders 
of wealth, both as inheritors and as those who can grant inheritance. The 
olive tree for Barghouti is described as a prestigious identity card (unlike 
the fraught identity card captured in Mahmoud Darwish’s famous 1964 poem 
“Identity Card”)’’ that roots Palestinians to their land, establishing them as 
its rightful owners. Barghouti implicitly contrasts this prestigious olive-tree- 
as-identity-card to the Israeli-issued identity cards, which are necessary for 
Palestinian survival but are used—along with permits—to control Palestinian 
movement in a nightmarish Weberian bureaucratic web.”* 


Harvesting 


The unwilling refugees or involuntary expatriates yearn for the taste of the 
olive oil of their former land. For diaspora Palestinians, newly harvested olive 
oil was received as a special gift carrying the scent and the memories of the 
homeland, connecting them to family members who were able to remain on 
the land and work it. For those Palestinians working abroad and only able to 
return to their fields for the harvest, the olive tree is convenient, because it 
does not require daily attention; pruning, plowing, and grafting can be done 
relatively quickly.”’ But it is also the harvest season that requires the most in- 
tense human-tree labor and human-human labor, although none of the olive 
producers I spoke with referred to it in those terms. As Barghouti notes in 
the quotation cited earlier in this chapter, the hard labor of the olive harvest 
“transforms the men, women, and children of the village into bards, singers, 
and lyric poets.” The rhythm of these antiphonal songs, known all over the 
Mediterranean, helps ease the hard work. On my first trip to Palestine in 2006, 
an elderly woman sang one such olive song to me: in one verse, the women 
picking up olives from the ground mocked the men picking in the trees, who 
in turn mocked the women in the next verse. 

The olive harvest used to be done by extended families, some returning 
from abroad if they were able, and neighbors swapping labor. But the contem- 
porary olive harvest in Palestine has been refigured as a time of international 
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solidarity, as foreign volunteers deflect the unwanted attention of menacing 
settlers or the Israeli army. I have participated in seven olive harvest seasons 
since 2007.°° We helped farmers whose access to their own land was restricted, 
who needed to demonstrate that their land was being tended and productive 
lest it be confiscated by Israel, which does this by invoking an Ottoman law 
from 1858 about fallow land reverting to the state. Sometimes volunteers with 
foreign passports have greater access to Palestinian land than the extended 
families of Palestinian landowners. One man gave me an example: although 
he got (and paid for) a permit from the Israeli military to pick the olives on his 
land behind the wall, the Israeli soldier would only grant access to the entire 
field to his very pregnant wife and aged father, who were physically unable to 
harvest the field themselves. Hence Palestinian farmers like this man are left 
in the unenviable position of depending on volunteer migrant laborers like me, 
whose intentions might be better than their skills. 

The owner of the olive field traditionally provided lunch for the pickers, 
and host farmers today prepare lunch for the volunteers to thank them for 
their labor. The harvest is hard, with long days of work. As Barghouti notes, 
however, the shared meal in the fields under the olive trees is often remem- 
bered with pleasure as “a picnic and a collective joy.” One of the central con- 
cerns in olive picking is how to feed the workers so that they can continue 
the long day’s work. Harvesting is great fun, particularly in the morning if the 
sun is bright. But, as the day progresses, the pickers’ bodies are reminded that 
it is also hard work. Lunches are often served in the field; one of the favorite 
lunches of the olive pickers in Palestine (certainly this olive picker) is a big pot 
of lentils and rice or bulgur wheat (mujaddara), as is evident in the nostalgic 
reminiscence of restaurateur Rawia Bishara in O/ives, Lemons €8 Za’atar: The 
Best Middle Eastern Home Cooking: 


As soon as the sun was up, we set out to do the picking, timing it so that 
lunch coincided perfectly with the hour when the sun was at its most intense. 
We gathered under a clutch of olive trees, where my mother laid out a deli- 
cious picnic. Lunch was always the same—a huge pot of mujadara. Stretched 
out on a lush hillside, blissfully exhausted, surrounded by the people I loved 
the most and eating that delicious lentil pilaf ... this image is forever etched 


in my memory.” 


Bishara highlights the central qualities of the olive oil in preparing 
mujaddara. The dish can be prepared ahead of time: the olive oil preserves it 
until the food is served after hours of labor. She describes the dish as “strategic” 
because it is easy to transport and can be served at room temperature to both 
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nourish and delight the olive pickers with its familiar deliciousness. It provides 
hearty “fuel,” with the healthy fat of olive oil—including a topping of onions 
fried in the past year’s oil—offering a nutritional boost to revive the workers 
for the rest of the day’s picking. Pickers eat the fruit of last year’s harvest to 
enable them to work for this year’s harvest, which in turn will feed the harvest- 
ers in the following year, if all goes well. The meal holds the laborers until the 
freshly pressed oil can be tasted, straight from the spout at the olive mill. 


Olive Oil as the Companion to Every Bite 


Reem Kassis notes in her cookbook The Palestinian Table: “My family produces 
our own olive oil, so I have rarely had to purchase it.”** This is what most Pal- 
estinians would prefer. Barghouti speaks in I Saw Ramallah of his traumatic 
moment when, as an expatriate, he realized the shame of having to buy olives 
and olive oil: “the first simple and serious humiliation when I put my hand in 
my pocket in a grocer’s shop and bought my first kilogram of olive oil. It was 
as though I confronted myself, then, with the fact that Deir Ghassanah [his 
home village] had become distant.”* 

Olive oil is an important everyday food item: Palestinians, like olive produc- 
ers everywhere, swear to the importance of olive oil in strengthening the body. 
One producer described olive oil as the “centerpost” of the house.** While the 
emotional force of the destruction of olive trees—itself visually shocking—is 
often highlighted, less obvious and publicized is the effect of this destruction 
on the everyday family food budget. It is not only financially stressful but also 
humiliating to people to need to purchase olive oil after being used to eating 
their own oil. Beyond being mere property, olive oil is the foundation for val- 
ued social interactions, with the state of the harvest being a topic central to 
many conversations. Barghouti calls it “their central bank where profit and loss 
are reckoned,” as described at length in historian Beshara Doumani’s fascinat- 
ing account of olive oil as a currency in Ottoman-era Nablus.** One former 
Palestinian landowner who had been reduced to driving a cab for Bethlehem’s 
scarce tourists told me that his family could not afford to buy the local (and 
expensive) Beit Jala oil after their land had been confiscated. The confisca- 
tion of olive trees damages not only the family’s budget but also their pride, as 
everyone prefers the olive oil from the trees of their own family land. 

Palestinians talk about olive oil as essential to their survival, a life-giving 
and life-preserving food, as in the saying: “If we have olive oil, za‘atar [a be- 
loved seasoning made of wild thyme, sumac, and sesame seeds] and bread, 
we can survive anything.” These days “anything” usually means the hardship 
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caused by the Israeli occupation. For Gazan Palestinians, olive oil has become 
so scarce that cookbook author Laila El-Haddad tells us: “They buy olive oil by 
the shekel’s worth, enough for a single dish.” She further notes the emotional 
impact of being deprived of olive oil: 


That olive oil is unaffordable is especially bitter. Olive trees are the most last- 
ing symbol of Palestine. Almost half of Gaza’s fertile land lies along its border 
with Israel. The strip was once thick with olive groves but the Israeli army has 
levelled well over a thousand acres of them. Most locals rarely use the expen- 
sive oil now; they have replaced it with sunflower or soybean oil, doled out 
sparingly by aid agencies.** 


Olive oil is a quotidian base for so many dishes in the Levant, yet it is also a 
luxury good in the sense that it is greatly valued aesthetically. All producers of 
olive oil seem to believe wholeheartedly that their oil is best. I had found this 
to be true even in my work with Tuscan olive producers. When I asked a Pal- 
estinian olive oil professional about it, he laughed in recognition. Rolling his 
eyes, he cited one of my favorite Palestinian proverbs: “A monkey in the eyes of 
his mother is a gazelle.” The addition of Palestinian olive oil to Palestinian food 
elevates it from a mere functional, calorie-providing, “bare-life” kind of food 
to one that is life-sustaining in providing delicious pleasure. In Barghouti’s 
words, noted in the earlier quotation, olive oil is “the star of their dining tables, 
the companion to every bite they eat.”*” 

The tension between olive oil as a star and as a quotidian companion was 
evident in one of the many current artistic initiatives designed to preserve Pal- 
estinian culture. Mirna Bamieh of the Palestine Hosting Society organizes 
meals, which she describes as “live art installations,” to draw attention to what 
she feels Palestinians are in danger of losing and what they should try to pre- 
serve. Bamieh has hosted several of these dinners, which highlight distinctive 
Palestinian dishes that go beyond the “hummus and falafel.”** I attended one 
such dinner for sixty guests in April 2019, featuring “edible wild plants” at the 
newly established Palestinian Museum in Bir Zeit, dedicated to reclaiming and 
preserving Palestinian culture. Nearly all of Bamieh’s sixteen courses featured 
olive oil, demonstrating—as Barghouti noted—that olive oil is “the indispens- 
able basis of their daily meals.” Edible wild plants were the star of the dinner, 
but olive oil was omnipresent, the unspoken glue, a testimony to the embed- 
dedness of olive oil in producing memorable meals. During the meal, Bamieh 
highlighted a growing concern in Palestine about the loss of knowledge about 
wild plants, their foraging, and their preparation. The dish that got everyone’s 
attention was /#f (arum), a dish that to my eyes resembled Swiss chard; it is full 


126 Anne Meneley 


of vitamins but poisonous in its natural state. Bamich explained to the dinner 
guests that the leaves would cause the mouth to tingle if eaten raw and, in ex- 
treme cases, the throat to close. She explained to me in detail in an interview 
afterward that /ifshould be soaked overnight in salt and then cooked slowly 
in olive oil. Olive oil was the key ingredient in /#’s dramatic transformation 
from poisonous to healthy, from inedible to edible. 


Extra-Virgin in the Holy Land 


As Beshara Doumani indicates, olive oil was central to trade for centuries: it 
connected Nablus to Damascus, Beirut, and Tripoli in complex and vibrant 
trade networks of olive oil and olive soap.*’ The way olive oil can travel today 
is different, to say the least. Israelis control all the contemporary infrastructures 
of export: airports, seaports, and for the most part highways. The folk pieties 
about olive oil in general and health are less important as Palestinians move to 
export their olive oil abroad, where “healthy” olive oil is increasingly identified 
with “extra-virgin” olive oil. According to international standards imposed by 
the International Olive Council, extra-virginity is determined by a chemical 
test, proving that the oil has less than a 0.5 percent acidity level; it should also 
pass an organoleptic quality test. To travel successfully abroad and gain access 
to European Union markets and high-end food stores in North America, Pal- 
estinian olive oil must be transformed into extra-virgin olive oil.“ I focus here 
on a few problems that were related to me by farmers. Many objected to the 
homogenization of the “Palestinian farmer” and the flattening of the distinc- 
tions between regions of Palestine.*’ Extra-virgin olive oil requires a dramatic 
transformation in production practices.” It also has brought a radical refigu- 
ration of storing and pressing olives, with many of these transformations being 
funded by foreign aid. 

Palestinian farmers faced another key problem. In order to make extra- 
virgin olive oil, they need to press their olives collectively each day to ensure 
that the acidity level does not go up; olives must be pressed as quickly as pos- 
sible after picking for low-acidity oil. In an interview about collective pressing 
for the Palestinian Agricultural Relief Committees (PARC), a farmer said that 
“PARC’s collective pressing might produce a technically perfect product, but 
it takes the heart and connections out of it. People should be allowed to press 
their olives individually and then take what they want for their own families. 
They can sell what they don’t need and then PARC can blend it for export.”* 
Many farmers believe that this pooling of everyone’s olives means the loss of 
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the distinct taste of their own land and trees. The farmer being interviewed 
said that the farmers should be allowed to taste their own sweat and their own 
land. Pooling of olives leaves out the taste of the land, the taste of each farmer's 
own labor, and the memory of land now inaccessible in favor of a prestigious 
but homogeneous “extra-virgin” olive oil, where global standards dilute the 
memory of and longing for the land. What happens in this process is another 
form of uprooting, a troubling deracination, a removal from the native con- 
text, which is unsettling for uprooted Palestinians, as I was told in several in- 
terviews. One farmer invoked the kinship metaphor: not letting a farmer taste 
the first pressing of his own oil is like not letting a father see his newborn son. 

For the most part, the market for extra-virgin olive oil is outside of Pal- 
estine. When I showed one of my olive farmers a photo I took in April 2019 
of a rare example of extra-virgin olive oil for sale to Palestinian customers in 
Palestine, he had a good laugh. He noted that people wanted their own olive 
oil, not “extra-virgin,” and noted that his own mother would never dream of 
buying olive oil. The addition of a free bag of za‘atar with the purchase seemed 
to him an even greater shock; he joked that this would question his mom’s 
understanding of herself as a good mother. He explained that she gathered, 
dried, and prepared her za‘atar with her own special recipe of sumac and ses- 
ame seeds, for her family in Palestine and for relatives abroad. This exchange 
of za‘atar along with olive oil pressed from the family land was part of creat- 
ing networks of caring kin, especially with those at a distance. When I told 
the farmer I had purchased the oil at the Bravo grocery store in Ramallah, he 
described it as an expensive store. It always had cars lined up in front. Ramal- 
lah’s new bourgeoisie liked the fact that every product was “modern” (heavily 
packaged), speaking to a different kind of sense of self. 


Conclusion 


Barghouti talks of olive “excess” in Palestinian life. One such “excess” is olive 
oil’s notable spiritual efficacy as a substance coming from the “blessed tree” 
(al-shajara al-mubaraka) and often used in rituals, as well as the way that it is 
shared as a spiritual offering. As amateur anthropologist Tawfiq Canaan's eth- 
nography of the early twentieth century indicates, both Christian and Muslim 
Palestinians used olive oil to fuel the votive candles they lit at the saints’ tombs 
dotting the landscape. In this way, they accessed the sacred through vows and 
left behind oil to be used by others in need, acts of generosity to be rewarded 
in this life or the next. One farmer in Beit Jala told me that his three priorities 
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were providing oil for his own family, for the poor in his community, and to the 
Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem for the oil lamps; the remainder would 
be sold to provide income for his family. 

In traditional oil production, every olive is precious, to be pickled or pressed 
for food or used for ritual purposes. After we novice foreign volunteers had fin- 
ished picking during one olive season, feeling triumphant after finishing up all 
the trees in the hot and dusty field, the women in our Palestinian host family 
quietly moved in. I watched, fascinated, as the women cast their eagle eyes on 
the branches, quickly plucking the olives we had missed and picking up those 
we had unknowingly dropped on the ground. This was not simply the com- 
monsense pragmatism of a parsimonious peasant or mere concern with pre- 
serving caloric intake; many consider the neglect of olives to be a waste and, to 
some, a sin. Under the current conditions of occupation, dispossessed Palestin- 
ians always face the possibility of losing their land or the permission to stay on 
their land. When thinking about the loss of the olives that such dispossession 
brings, we also need to consider how the separation of people and trees might 
also mean becoming delinked from the sacred, from fellow Palestinians, and 
also from a beloved and nurturing source of sustenance. 

I conclude with an anecdote from a lovely article written by fellow anthro- 
pologist Rema Hammami, because it captures how the olive fosters a spirit of 
generosity, an “ethics of care,” that keeps reemerging despite the hardships that 
people face. Olives and olive oil appear in Hammami’s poignant essay about 
the infrastructures of strangulation—Israeli checkpoints, identity cards, and 
permits—that heartlessly separate East Jerusalem, where she lives, from the 
rest of the West Bank, including her place of employment, Bir Zeit Univer- 
sity. She recounts how landless peasants from the nearby Palestinian village 
of Kharbatha continued to gather olives in a garden between her house and 
another garden confiscated by the Israeli state for the purpose (according to 
her neighbors) of spying in East Jerusalem.“* During the Second Intifada, the 
Israeli army increasingly encroached on the West Bank, causing delays, misery, 
and the near breakdown of everyday life. 

Hammami recounted that one day she snapped, finding herself unable to 
face the harrowing ordeal of the checkpoints on her way to the university; she 
turned back to go home but encountered a flying checkpoint set up in front 
of her house in East Jerusalem.“ In a fury, Rema barked at the soldier and 
slammed the door of her gate in his face, only to find one of the elderly olive 
gleaners cowering in terror in her garden. The poor woman had arisen early to 
pick the neglected olives, itself a tiring and dusty job, when the Israeli sirens 
and commotion began. Hunched over her small bag of olives, she told Rema 
of her fear that the soldiers would pick her up as an “illegal infiltrator.”*° Yet, 
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despite her terror, she had clung to her hard-won olives and even offered Rema 
a share from her painfully modest bundle. Despite the harrowing cause of this 
unwanted interaction—the Israeli occupation often seems intent on disrupting 
quotidian civility and conviviality—the elderly gleaner retains the ethic and ob- 
ligation of sharing the sustenance of the land. Like the shoots of the devastated 
olive tree, Palestinian generosity and graciousness emerge, tenacious if shaken, 
in the midst of the occupation’s attempts to erase what Palestinians hold dear. 

All of these examples prove that we cannot understand the circulations 
of Palestinian olive oil or its meanings to its consumers without understand- 
ing the context in which it is produced (or prevented from being produced). 
Barghouti’s long reflection on the centrality of the olive tree and olive oil in 
Palestinian life has been inspirational for my central theme, the deeply mov- 
ing human-nonhuman relations of co-nurturing between person and tree. 
The olive tree and its Palestinian attendees are coproducers of their beloved 
olive oil, which is essential not only to their diet but to imaginaries of time 
and place: Palestine and its past, troubled present, and future. Like the el- 
derly gleaner, Barghouti reminds us of what the Palestinians might want to 
preserve—not only the material objects and plants but also the moral precepts 
of gracious social interaction and co-nurturing—to imagine a positive future 
for themselves and that which they value. 
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CHAPTER 7 


Even in a Small Country Like Palestine, 
Cuisine Is Regional 


REEM KASSIS 


Lam a product of all the civilizations that have passed through the country— 
Greek, Roman, Persian, Jewish, Ottoman. Each powerful civilization passed 
through and left something behind. I am the son of all these fathers but belong 
to one mother. ... My mother is this land that absorbed them all, and was both 
witness and victim. 


MAHMOUD DARWISH 


“Maglibeh! Definitely maglibeh,” | told my teta (grandmother) Fatima on the 
phone. “Mama will make me the stuffed chicken and I'll have the Aashweh at 
my uncle’s house in the Galilee, but it’s your maq/ibeh that I want to eat first.” 

I was a freshman at a university in the United States. As my first trip back 
home to Jerusalem inched closer, my appetite and nostalgia grew, along with 
the list of dishes that I wanted to eat during my two weeks back. I had taken 
these dishes for granted growing up. Now I associated them with one side of 
my family or the other: they reminded me of a childhood I had rushed to dis- 
card in exchange for a future of bigger possibilities. 

Leaning back into my chair, scribbling down the meals that I so badly 
wanted to taste again, I thought back to the food I used to eat at our kitchen 
table in Jerusalem and the food I used to eat at my grandmothers’ tables in their 
villages. It was delicious, it was made with love, and it was our food. But the 
thought of these dishes making up Palestinian cuisine was an elusive notion 
back then. It was only when I left home for another country that I understood 
the importance of food in national identity and the intricacies associated with 
defining that connection. 

During the weekends I spent in the university’s library stacks solving eco- 
nomics equations and studying political history, I often thought back to the 
simple days of my childhood. I remembered red poppies and yellow dandelions 
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leaning into the spring air, the sun barely kissing their leaves, as my family 
packed up our slew of cars to head out to forage and picnic in the mountains. 
One car took the dome-shaped iron saj,’ another the basins of dough, another 
the coolers with the raw meat and dips and salads, and each a straw mat. I re- 
member the whole family heading out into the surrounding mountains to for- 
age for za‘atar and borage leaves.” While some foraged, others lit a fire, baked 
bread, grilled meat, and brewed tea. A similar scene occurred each fall, except 
that we wore winter boots instead of sandals and the trek was to our olive 
groves to harvest the season's bounty. 

My childhood was the norm, not the exception, because most Palestinian 
families have a deep connection to the land and its bounty. The leaves, vege- 
tables, and fruits provided by the land are the basis and often main ingredients 
for many Palestinian dishes. Driving around the country, we see a landscape 
dotted with olive and fig trees, with grape vines and lemon trees, mountains 
blossoming with za‘atar and sage, and fields filled with dandelions and cauli- 
flower. Families have become intimately familiar with this abundance over 
time, embracing its unique properties (like the bitterness of dandelion and 
prickliness of gundelia) and gathering it in season to make the most delicious 
meals. 

Za‘atar was folded into a turmeric-spiced dough used to make cheese- 
stuffed hand pies or dried and ground with sesame seeds and sumac for the 
condiment that the world has come to know. Borage leaves were stuffed with a 
rice, meat, and an all-spice mixture then cooked in broth and later served with 
plenty of lemon. The olives were cured in countless way and shapes, from salt, 
lemon, vinegar, and chili to cracked, sliced, and whole. 

It was these experiences and the ensuing sense of community and connec- 
tion, so central to my childhood, that ultimately led me from those economic 
equations into the world of food. The deeper I have gone into the food world, 
however, the more I have realized two contradictory things. On the one hand, 
my research has shown me that food is inherently not national (nation-states 
only came to exist in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries) but cultural, 
religious, ethnic, and regional. On the other hand, for Palestinians, who have 
long been denied an independent and self-sufficient state and whose national 
identity is constantly undermined, food takes on a greater importance, both 
politically and emotionally, in defining and preserving a national identity. It 
becomes a way to reclaim our country at least psychologically and emotionally, 
if not geographically. 

Nonetheless, in spite of the ascent of the nation-state in the late eighteenth 
and nineteenth century, which gave rise to the idea of national cuisines, food 
at its core remains a regional and ethnic artifact, at times more closely tied 
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to language and religion than to a defined geography. Think of ethnic or re- 
ligious groups, such as Armenians, who live across the world but share the 
same cuisine regardless of where they are. Compare this to people living in 
the same country, such as India, where the population enjoys vastly different 
culinary practices and cuisines across the nation. The influence of religion, lan- 
guage, and landscape is undeniable. Looking at the foods that have come to 
define Palestinian cuisine shows us how instrumental regional influences—like 
neighboring countries, landscape, climate, and socioeconomic factors—are in 
defining food. 

For example, the Galilee, the northern part of Palestine, shares many eat- 
ing habits and dishes with Syria and Lebanon. Raw kibbe, kubbeh niyeh (lamb 
and bulgur tartare), for example, is a dish common across Lebanon but only 
enjoyed in the north of Palestine, near the Lebanese border. In contrast, Gaza, 
which borders Egypt, has been heavily influenced by Egyptian cuisine, using 
chili peppers and dill in signature dishes like dagga (daqga in written Arabic: 
tomato and dillseed salsa) or zibdiyyeh (tomato, chili, and dill shrimp stew). 
Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Hebron, and the West Bank, which are closer to the 
Jordanian desert, have more bedouin-inspired dishes like mansaf (dried fer- 
mented yogurt and lamb stew). 

But food is not just influenced by the surrounding areas. The immediate 
landscape and its native flora and fauna also have an impact. Take Hebron, for 
example, a Palestinian city in the southern West Bank recognized for its copi- 
ous vineyards. Delicacies like malban (grape, sesame-seed, and pine-nut fruit 
roll-ups) and grape molasses are recognized specialties there. The local diet in 
Palestinian coastal towns like Gaza, Jaffa, Haifa, and ‘Akka relies much more 
heavily on seafood, with specialties like sayyadiyyeh (onion and cumin spiced 
rice with fried fish) and sajin samak (fish poached in tahini and onion sauce 
with pine nuts). 

Climate and topography also play a role even within the same country. He- 
bron has the highest elevation in the West Bank and is one of the few places 
to receive snow, which explains why dugsuma (a simple dessert of snow topped 
with grape molasses) is eaten only there. Jericho, the lowest city on earth, has 
a dry and warm climate conducive to the growth of hedge mustard, making 
bwayrneh (yogurt and hedge mustard dip) a common dish there. 

Forces of nature aside, socioeconomic factors also influence cuisine, with 
marked distinctions between the food enjoyed in cities and rural areas. As his- 
torically agricultural and also poorer communities, villages and rural areas re- 
lied heavily on legumes and grains such as bulgur and frikeA (farika in written 
Arabic) as well as seasonal produce and foraged plants. Cities, in contrast, were 
historically populated more by the elite, who were exposed to trade and foreign 
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visitors, so more expensive rice-based dishes and exotic spices were common 
there. 

Finally, of course, food is influenced by individuals. My great-great- 
grandmother who came from Syria as a bride brought many trusted family 
recipes along with her bridal trunk. Hariseh (wheat-berry lamb and chicken 
stew) was one such recipe, a somewhat obscure meal that had never been 
cooked in her new village or the surrounding ones. By the time I was a little 
girl, it was eaten throughout our village. When I go back now to visit neigh- 
boring towns, this dish is eaten at more and more homes. So food travels in 
myriad ways across many mediums. 

This kind of travel is routine today, due to both easier transportation and 
easier dissemination of information. Even though we can point to regional 
specialties within a small country, these differences are becoming less pro- 
nounced as food integration and adoption occur not only within countries 
but across borders as well. In an apparent contradiction, like the ambiguous 
relationship between nation and region, this process itself has also been a cat- 
alyst in the emergence of national cuisines. As people move around the world, 
through forced or voluntary migration, food becomes a way to hold onto their 
past and build a sense of identity. Food becomes a proxy for the history and 
political landscape of an area and its people, creating a sense of connection 
and a narrative to be recounted and preserved. 

In looking at the dishes that are unique to Palestinian cuisine and their 
fascinating origins, a beautiful story emerges. There is no single Palestinian 
table. Palestinian cuisine spans our entire geography—from the mountains 
of the Galilee to the valleys of the south, from the coast of Jaffa all the way to 
the West Bank. It is scattered across the globe and built around a history sit- 
uated at a rich geographic crossroads. It is woven with memories of a time 
when most of us lived together in that land. In spite of our political circum- 
stances and global dispersion, though, what ties all Palestinian tables together 
is more than just good food. It is the notion of “home,” the spirit of generosity, 
the importance of family, and the value of bringing people together. It is a way 
to preserve and share a culinary and historical narrative that might otherwise 
slip through our hands. 
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Kubbeh Niyeh 
Region: Galilee 


Kubbeh niyeh (literally, raw kibbe) is the quintessential festive dish in the Gali- 
lee. No wedding, holiday, or gathering is complete without a plate of this deep- 
orange smooth tartare served alongside Aawseh (see the next recipe) and fresh 
vegetables. The meat was traditionally ground with a giant wooden pestle and 
stone mortar, creating a sound that signaled a village in celebration. In the face 
of any death or misfortune, the entire village refrained from making this meal. 
Animals were historically slaughtered during celebrations. The raw meat was 
consumed immediately, its freshness guaranteeing safety. Nowadays the best 
way to ensure safety is to purchase fresh meat from a trusted butcher and grind 
it at home. It can also be frozen for a few days and thawed halfway in the re- 
frigerator before grinding. Supermarket or preground meat is absolutely not 
an option for this dish. If you do not want to deal with meat grinding at home, 
then preorder the meat and have your butcher grind it twice through a fine 
mincer the very first thing in the morning, on sparkling clean blades. 


Serves 4-6 


Ingredients 
For the kubbeh: 


Y% pound lean goat, lamb, or beef, completely cleaned of fat and gristle and 
cut into cubes, twice ground through a fine mincer 

Y pound very fine bulgur wheat 

1 teaspoon salt 

1 medium onion, quartered 

% cup firmly packed fresh herb leaves (any combination of mint, marjoram, 
basil, and thyme) 

2 tablespoons red bell pepper paste* 

1 teaspoon freshly grated lemon zest 

¥4 teaspoon 9-spice mix (see recipe on page 149 or use Lebanese 7-spice 
blend: baharat) 

% teaspoon cumin 

1 or 2 ice cubes 

Olive oil, for drizzling 
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To serve: 


1 recipe hawseh (see next recipe) 

Fresh vegetables (any combination of scallions, radishes, mint, green chilis, 
tomatoes, or lettuce) 

Lebanese pita bread (optional) 

* Note: Red bell pepper paste is a common condiment in most Middle 

Eastern and Turkish cuisines. It is made of dried bell peppers that have 

been ground into a paste and can easily be found in Middle Eastern 

grocery stores. You can substitute 1 teaspoon tomato paste, 1 tablespoon 


paprika, and 1 tablespoon water. 


Directions 


1. Arrange the meat cubes on a plate and freeze while you start on the rest of 
the dish. 


2. Place the bulgur in a large bowl, wash with water, then pour out most of 
the water. Any remaining water will be absorbed by the bulgur. Sprinkle 
with the salt and set aside for about 15 minutes. Knead very well with your 
hands until softened. Taste: if the bulgur still has a bite, add 1 tablespoon 
cold water at a time and continue to knead (the entire process takes about 
10-15 minutes). Set aside. It is possible to skip this step and add the bulgur 
to the food processor after processing the onion paste and meat, but you 
will not get the right texture for the dish. 


3. Meanwhile, place the onion, herbs, red pepper paste, lemon zest, and 
spices in the bowl of a food processor and process into a very smooth 
paste. If necessary, add 1 tablespoon cold water at a time to achieve a paste. 
At this point, remove the meat from the freezer, place in a bowl or food 
processor with 1 or 2 ice cubes, and process into a fine paste. 


4. Pour the meat mixture over the softened bulgur and mix with your hands 
until fully combined, about 1-2 minutes. Have a bowl of ice-cold water 
handy for dipping your hands as you knead to avoid warming the raw 


meat. 


5. When they are combined, transfer the mixture to a serving platter and 
flatten into a slightly raised dome. Wet your palms with ice water (if nec- 
essary) to shape. Drizzle with olive oil and use the back of a small spoon to 
make indentations in any design you like. 


6. To serve, spoon the desired portion onto a plate, flatten it out with the 
back of a spoon, and top with Jawseh mixture. Enjoy with fresh vegetables 


and bread, if desired. 


Even in Palestine, Cuisine ls Regional 139 


Hawseh 


Yields approximately 1 pound 


Ingredients 


Y cup olive oil 

2 medium onions, finely diced 

1 pound minced beef or lamb or a combination 

1 teaspoon 9-spice mix (see recipe on page 149 or use Lebanese 7-spice blend: 
baharat) 

1 teaspoon salt 

Y cup pine nuts and/or walnut pieces, lightly toasted 


Directions 


1. Ina medium-sized sauté pan, heat the olive oil on medium-high heat 
and fry the onions, stirring, until translucent and starting to brown, about 
3-5 minutes. Add the minced meat, spices, and salt and fry, breaking up 
any lumps with a wooden spoon, until liquid has evaporated and meat is 
nicely browned, about 6-8 minutes. 


2. Remove from heat and mix in nuts. At this point, the Jawseh can be used 
as called for in a recipe or cooled and stored in the refrigerator for up to 
three days or a freezer for up to one month. 
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Qidreh 
Region: Hebron 


Qidreh, which literally means “pot” in Arabic, is almost never cooked at home. 
This hallmark dish of Hebron is prepped at home but then sent to the neigh- 
borhood oven, where it is cooked in a special copper pot and wood-fired oven. 
It is actually quite easy to make but is often reserved for special gatherings 
because the copper pot and wood fire flavor are hard to replicate at home. It is 
traditionally made with lamb on the bone, but I use smaller pieces of stewing 
lamb and cook it in the oven in a cast-iron pot or Dutch oven for an almost 
identical taste. Try it on a weekend or when you have a large gathering and 
enjoy it with a side of fresh plain yogurt to contrast with the earthy and well- 
spiced taste of the rice and meat. 


Serves 6 to 8 


Ingredients 


FOR THE STOCK 


3 tablespoons olive oil 

2-3 pieces of mastic 

2 bay leaves 

1 tablespoon g-spice mix (see recipe on page 149 or use Lebanese 7-spice 
blend: baharat) 

Y% teaspoon turmeric 

21 ounces boneless shoulder of lamb cut into 2-inch cubes 

1 whole onion, peeled 

2 quarts water 

1 tablespoon salt 


FOR THE RICE 


2 tablespoons olive oil 

2 tablespoons butter 

1 large onion, sliced into thin wedges (half moons) 

15-18 whole garlic cloves, peeled 

1 teaspoon cumin 

1 teaspoon g-spice mix 

1 teaspoon turmeric 

1 teaspoon salt 

1 pound rice (jasmine or medium grain), washed and drained 
15.5 ounces (1 can) chickpeas, washed and drained 
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TO SERVE 


Slivered almonds, toasted or fried 
Fresh parsley 
Plain yogurt 


Directions 


1. To make the stock, heat olive oil in a large stockpot until hot but not 
smoking. Add mastic, bay leaves, and spices and stir until fragrant, about 
1 minute. Add the lamb and sear on all sides, about 3 minutes. Add the 
whole onion, tossing in the spices to coat, then add the water and salt. 
Bring to a boil, skimming the foam from the surface, then allow to simmer 
until meat is tender, 60-80 minutes (20 minutes in a pressure cooker). Re- 
move from the heat, strain the stock and reserve, and set the meat aside. 


2. Preheat oven to 325 degrees Fahrenheit (160 degrees C or Gas Mark 3). 
Meanwhile, heat the oil and butter in a medium cast-iron pot. Once the 
butter has melted, turn the heat to low and add the sliced onion, stirring 
periodically, until softened and golden, about 10-15 minutes, then add the 
garlic cloves and sauté for 2-3 minutes. Sprinkle the spices and salt and 
stir for another minute, then add the rice and toss to coat evenly. Add the 
chickpeas and give one final toss to combine all the ingredients. 


3. Pour 1 quart of the reserved stock over the rice mixture and increase the 
heat to high. As soon as the stock starts to boil, remove from the heat, ar- 
range the meat on top of the rice, cover the pot, and place it in a preheated 
oven for 1 hour, until the rice has fully cooked and the meat has browned 
nicely. 

4. Remove from the oven and let sit for 5 minutes. Uncover, sprinkle with 
toasted almonds and fresh parsley, and serve with fresh yogurt. When 
the dish is served at large gatherings, the pieces of meat are traditionally 
removed, the pot is inverted onto a large serving platter, then the pieces 
of meat are rearranged on top and sprinkled with the almonds. However, 
it looks just as beautiful served from the pot (especially if you are using a 
nice Dutch oven) or at a small gathering. 
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Zibdiyyeh 
Region: Gaza 


Like several other Palestinian dishes such as gidreh (casserole) and fukhara (clay 
pot), this traditional Gazan dish is named after the vessel in which it is cooked. 
A zibdiyyeh is a glazed terra-cotta pan (similar to cazuelas in Spain and Latin 
America) that can be used both on the stovetop and in the oven and trans- 
ferred, sizzling hot, from kitchen to dining table. Regardless of whether you 
cook this dish in one of these pans or not, the result is astounding, with deeply 
concentrated flavors from the cooked tomatoes and sweet shrimp against the 
fiery heat from the chili peppers. I personally cook it an enameled cast-iron 
braiser for the most authentic flavor and rustic presentation. 


Serves 6 to 8 


Ingredients 


FOR THE SAUCE 


3 tablespoons olive oil 

1 large onion, finely diced 

3-4 green chilis, finely chopped 

6-8 garlic cloves, crushed 

8 medium tomatoes, chopped, or 1 large (35-ounce) can of peeled whole 
tomatoes 

1 tablespoon tomato paste 

1 teaspoon 9-spice mix (see recipe on page 149 or use Lebanese 7-spice blend: 
bahardat) 

1 teaspoon ground coriander 

¥% teaspoon ground cumin 

1 teaspoon salt 

teaspoon sugar 

¥%; teaspoon hot chili pepper (optional) 

1 small bunch fresh dill, finely chopped 


FOR THE SHRIMP 


2 pounds king or tiger shrimp, peeled and deveined 
1 tablespoon olive oil 

A squeeze of lemon juice 

Y teaspoon ground coriander 
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Y teaspoon ground cumin 
Salt 
Black pepper 


TO SERVE 


¥ cup pine nuts, lightly toasted 
Fresh bread 


Directions 


1. Preheat oven to 400 degrees Fahrenheit (200 degrees C or Gas Mark 6). 


2. Heat olive oil in a large oven-proof braiser or frying pan and add the 
diced onion and green chilis. Cook on medium heat until the onions are 
softened and just starting to brown, about 6-8 minutes. Add the garlic 
and cook for another 1-2 minutes. Pour in the chopped tomatoes, tomato 
paste, spices, salt, sugar, hot chili pepper (optional), and dill and bring to 
a boil. Lower heat and simmer until the tomatoes thicken and darken in 
color, about 10-15 minutes. If using canned tomatoes, use a spoon to break 
up as you cook. Taste and adjust seasoning if necessary. 


3. Meanwhile, heat a nonstick frying pan on high heat and mix the shrimp 
with the olive oil, lemon juice, spices, and salt and pepper. Add the shrimp 
to the pan and cook until the shrimp are opaque and pearly pink, turning 
once, about 1-2 minutes on each side. Avoid overcooking the shrimp, as it 


will cook more in the sauce. 


4. When the shrimp are done, add them to the tomato sauce and toss to 
combine. Remove the braiser from the heat, put it into the preheated oven, 
and cook the mixture until it is starting to brown around the edges, about 


5-10 minutes. 


5. Remove from the oven and top with toasted pine nuts. To serve, bring the 
pan to the table, ladle portions into each person’s plate, and enjoy it with 
fresh crusty bread. 
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Lahmeh bi-l-waraq 
Region: Jerusalem 


Long before wrapping meat and fish in grape leaves became popularized in 
the West, it was a technique used across Palestine and the Levant to add flavor 
and preserve the moisture of meat during cooking. This particular variation, 
which wraps minced meat patties in the leaves, is considered one of the sig- 
nature dishes of Jerusalem. It is often reserved for special gatherings or dinner 
parties because it looks impressive and tastes delicious. Who doesn't love to 
cut through a little parcel to find a juicy and intensely flavored treat inside? 


Serves 6 to 8 


Ingredients 


FOR THE MEAT 


2 pounds coarsely ground meat (beef, lamb, veal, or a combination) 

3% ounces (2 loosely packed cups) pita bread or white bread with crust re- 
moved, roughly torn 

1 onion 

1 tomato 

1 small bunch of parsley 

2 tablespoons olive oil 

1 tablespoon g-spice mix (see recipe on page 149 or use Lebanese 7-spice 
blend: davharat) 

2 teaspoons salt 

45-50 fresh grape leaves (15-30 if very large), blanched in boiling water for 
1 minute (if jarred, soak in cold water for 15 minutes then rinse thoroughly 
to remove any brine flavor) 


FOR THE SAUCE AND VEGETABLES 


2¥2 cups stock or water 

2-3 tablespoons tomato paste 

1 teaspoon 9-spice mix (see recipe or use Lebanese 7-spice blend: daharat) 
1 teaspoon salt 

1 tablespoon olive oil 

3-4 medium potatoes, sliced into %4-inch thick rounds 

3-4 medium tomatoes, sliced into 34-inch thick rounds 
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Olive oil, for drizzling 
Salt 
Black pepper 


Directions 


1. Preheat oven to 375 degrees Fahrenheit (190 degrees C or Gas Mark 5). 
Place about a quarter of the meat in a large mixing bowl and set it aside. In 
a separate bowl, cover the bread with water and leave to soak for a couple 


of minutes. 


2. Meanwhile, combine the onion, tomato, parsley, olive oil, spice mixture, 
and salt in a food processor and pulse to a coarse consistency. Drain the 
bread, squeezing any excess moisture out with your hands, and add to the 
food processor, pulsing to combine evenly. Alternatively, very finely chop 
or grate everything by hand and mix with the bread, mashing it with a 


spoon as you mix. 


3. Pour the mixture over the small portion of meat in the bowl and mix well 
with your hands until fully combined. Add in the remaining meat and mix 
gently with your hands, just until evenly distributed. Avoid overmixing in 
order to retain a fluffy texture when cooked. 


4. Divide the mixture into approximately 15 equal-sized portions. On a clean 
work surface, lined with parchment paper for easier clean up, overlap 2-3 
of the grape leaves, vein side up (use only 1 if the leaves are very large), and 
place a portion of meat in the center. Gently shape the meat into a round 
patty and fold in the sides of the leaves around it. Repeat with the remain- 
ing meat and grape leaves, making a total of 15 round parcels. 


5. Ina bowl, combine the stock with the tomato paste, spices, salt, and olive 
oil and set aside. 


6. In a12- x 8-inch baking dish, arrange the grape-leaf parcels upright at an 
angle, with potato and tomato slices between them. Pour the stock mixture 
over, drizzle with some olive oil, and sprinkle with salt and freshly ground 
black pepper. 


7. Cover the baking dish in aluminum foil and put it into the preheated oven 
to bake for 40 minutes. Uncover and continue to bake until the potatoes 
have started to brown, about 15 minutes. Remove from oven and serve 


alongside vermicelli rice. 
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Knafeh 
Region: all over 


Knafeh (kundafa in written Arabic) is believed to have originated in the Pales- 
tinian town of Nablus. It is quite uncommon to make £ndfeh at home in Pal- 
estine nowadays because it is so readily available at most bakeries and sweet 
shops across the country. It is available in multiple varieties like na‘ameh (fine), 
khishneh (coarse), and malfiufeh (rolled) and with various stuffings, such as pis- 
tachios, cream, cheese, or walnuts. Each is delicious in its own way. People 
generally have a preference for a certain kind and even a certain place. Since 
I have been living abroad, however, I often crave the most traditional version 
of this dessert, which smells and tastes of home. So I make this recipe that was 
handed down from my father’s uncle (who emigrated to the United States over 
sixty years ago) to my uncle’s wife (who emigrated over thirty-five years ago) 
and now finally to me. It is a very simple dessert: the ingredients really shine, 
so use the very best that you can find. 


Serves 6 to 8 


Ingredients 


14 ounces dry/low-moisture mozzarella (mozzarella for cooking) 

g ounces ricotta cheese 

16 ounces shredded filo pastry/Kataifi* 

6 ounces ghee, melted (or substitute clarified butter), plus more for greasing 

1 recipe flavored sugar syrup cooled to room temperature (see recipe below) 

% cup ground pistachios 

* Kataifi (shredded filo pastry) can easily be found frozen at any Middle 
Eastern or even Mediterranean grocery store. It is also common to find it 
fresh in Middle Eastern groceries around Ramadan. It can then be fro- 
zen for later use. It is much easier to shred the dough if it is still slightly 
frozen. 


Directions 


1. Preheat the oven to 400 degrees Fahrenheit (200 degrees C or Gas Mark 
6). Generously grease an 11-inch round baking dish (or a 12- x 8-inch rect- 
angular one) with ghee or butter and set aside. 
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2. To prepare the cheese stuffing, grate the mozzarella into a large bowl or 
slice it into thin pieces. Add the ricotta and mix well to combine. Refriger- 
ate until ready to use. 


3. Place the shredded filo pastry in a food processor and process until the 
shreds are roughly % inch in length. If using frozen pastry, you can also 
crush and shred it with your fingers. Transfer to a large bowl and pour the 
melted ghee over it. Work with your hands until the pastry has fully ab- 
sorbed the ghee, feels soft, and has no dry patches. 


4. Transfer half the dough mixture into a greased baking dish, pressing it 
tightly with your hands to cover the bottom. Spread the cheese mixture 
evenly over the pastry. The easiest way to do this without the bottom pas- 
try sticking to the cheese and coming loose is to drop spoonfuls of the fill- 
ing evenly over the bottom then lightly press with the back of a wet spoon 
or your damp hand. 


5. Spread the remaining pastry evenly on top of the cheese filling, making 
sure to fully cover the cheese, then firmly pat down with your hands. Bake 
in the preheated oven until the crust is a light golden brown, about 25-35 


minutes. 


6. Remove from the oven, allow to cool for 5 minutes, then flip over onto 
serving platter. Immediately drizzle with enough flavored sugar syrup to 
soak the entire cake. Sprinkle the crushed pistachios on top in any design 
you like. To serve, slice into individual portions and offer extra sugar syrup 
on the side. 


Sugar Syrup 


Yields approximately 2 cups 


Ingredients 


2, cups sugar 
14 cups water 

A squeeze of lemon juice 

Y teaspoon orange blossom water 
Ys teaspoon rose water 
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Directions 


1. In asmall heavy-bottomed saucepan, combine the sugar, water, and lemon 
juice and bring to a boil on medium-high heat. Allow to simmer until 
slightly thickened, about 5 minutes. 


2. Remove from heat and add the flavorings. Allow to cool before using or 
storing in a container in the fridge for up to two months. 
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Makes about 1 cup 


Ingredients 


6 tablespoons allspice berries 

6 small cassia bark or cinnamon sticks 

3 tablespoons coriander seeds 

1 tablespoon black peppercorns 

1 teaspoon cardamom seeds or 10 whole cardamom pods 
Y teaspoon cumin seeds 

10 whole cloves 

2 blades of mace 

1 nutmeg (whole) 


Directions 


1. Ina large, dry frying pan, toast all the spices over medium-low heat until 
you begin to smell the aroma of the spices, about 10 minutes. Stir with a 
wooden spoon periodically to ensure that the spices do not burn. 


2. Remove the pan from the heat and set it aside to cool completely, about 
1 hour. This step is crucial: if the spices are not cooled properly, they will 
form a paste when ground rather than a powder. 


3. Transfer all the roasted spices to a heavy-duty spice grinder and grind until 
you achieve a fine powder. Store the spice mix in an airtight container. It 
will keep for several months, although the aroma will fade with time. 


Notes 


1. A saj is a convex bread griddle (cast iron, aluminum, or carbon steel). The dough 
is spread very thinly across the dome, resulting in the paper-thin bread known as saj 
bread. 

2. Za‘atar is an herb in the oregano family native to the Levant, but the term also 
refers to the condiment made from that herb when dried and mixed with sumac and 
sesame seeds. The particular variety is known as Origanum syriacum or Syrian oregano. 

3. Gundelia is a type of thistle with spiny thorns that is cleaned and eaten fried or 
used in stews. 


PART III 


LEVANTINE CUISINE BEYOND BORDERS 


CHAPTER 8 


Embodying Levantine Cooking 
in East Amman, Jordan 


SUSAN MACDOUGALL 


Keen to learn some cooking skills during my fieldwork in Amman, Jordan, 
I set off from where I was staying in the city’s Deir Ghbar neighborhood to 
my field site in Tal al-Zahra to make dawdili (stuffed grape leaves) with my 
friend Jafra on a Saturday afternoon.’ We had arranged the appointment in 
advance—when she announced her intention to make the dish during her 
weekend break from work, I said I would help her. She greeted me at the door 
and directed me into her sitting room. 

Sunlight came into Jafra’s house in the morning, lighting up the sitting 
room only briefly. Her home was a darkish space for the rest of the day. She 
often sat in the semilight, happy to enjoy the dusky feeling. I always felt a bit 
more relaxed at her house. When I arrived that Saturday, she had already made 
coffee and had her cup set out. 

“Sit,” Jafra directed me when I stepped into her apartment. “T’ll get you a 
finjan [cup].” We sat, drank, and chatted. I told her about my morning, break- 
fasting on falafel with a friend and his brother. She told me about her morning, 
cleaning her house and drinking coffee with her husband. “I sat in the house,” 
she told me. “I got ready for dawdili.” We lingered over the coffee, chatting, 
until she suggested that we get started. 

Jafra brought out a collection of supplies, including a medium rubber bowl 
filled with the boiled leaves, soft and stuck together in piles. By the time I ar- 
rived at her home, she had already purchased, washed, and boiled the grape 
leaves and allowed them to cool enough for us to fill and roll them. A large 
rubber bowl was filled with rice and meat, generously flecked with black pep- 
per (//fil aswad) and spices (aharat). We had aluminum dishes to roll the 
leaves and a big pot for us to fill. Before we started rolling, she quickly sliced 
tomatoes into the bottom of the pot, holding them in her palm while she 
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moved an old, dull kitchen knife through them. The tomato slices covered the 
bottom of the pot, creating a protective layer so that the dish could stay on 
the fire longer, she explained to me. If the tomato burned, that was no prob- 
lem. But the rolled leaves would split and fill the whole pot with rice if they 
burned. 

Jafra showed me how to make the first few dawaili: she peeled a leaf from 
the pile, spread it out (veins up) on the silver tray she was working with, and 
placed a small pile of rice and meat in the middle of the leaf. Then she folded 
both sides of the leaf into the center and rolled up the package tightly, like a 
cigar. After watching her, I began trying too, and she let me experiment at my 
own pace. She did not comment on my work, even though the grape-leaf rolls 
that I made were all different sizes and sometimes not very tight packages. We 
worked quickly, filling a pot before I even noticed. 

While we rolled, we talked about the people we knew. She had a friend 
from the kindergarten where we had met who no longer called her. Why did 
she not hear from her? Was this woman frightened of her, or did she just no 
longer want to be her friend? We talked about our friend Rim and her teach- 
ing schedule, which was grueling: she did a morning shift with Syrian refugees 
and an afternoon shift with the neighborhood’s Jordanian children. The time 
passed. Jafra told me how much she enjoyed this dish, how much she wanted 
to make it. There was no time to make it when she was working, so it had to 
happen on a weekend. 

When we finished, Jafra put the pot on the fire with water and a Maggi 
cube, the local brand of chicken bouillon. I said I needed to go. 

“No!” She said. “You need to eat dawali. We made it together, so you should 
stay and eat.” 

I explained that I needed to visit my landlady and get the keys to my new 
apartment. 

“OK,” she agreed. “Go, quickly, while it is on the fire and when you come 
back we will eat.” 

I agreed and rushed off to run my errand. When I came back, Jafra moved 
me right into the kitchen. Musa, her husband, was visiting a friend and would 
be home later. Her daughter, Aya, was at a friend’s and would eat tabbouleh 
there. Her son, Ayyub, would join us to eat, she said. She handed me two bowls 
of yogurt to put on the coffee table where we had placed our cups earlier and 
directed me to the newspaper that she had left on the table outside the kitchen. 
I unfolded single sheets of newspaper and laid them over the space, then put 
the yogurt down. When I went back into the kitchen, she asked me to heat 
the two frozen loaves of Arab bread that were on the round plastic table in 
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the middle of the room. “Sure,” I said, “but you will have to light the burner 
for me!” 

Jafra took a cigarette lighter from the table and tipped it close the burner 
while she turned the knob. A blue flame leapt out. Tafaddali (go ahead), she 
told me. I stepped into her place and flipped the loaves of bread back and forth 
on the flame until they softened, heated, and began to puff up with air. Jafra 
had flipped the pot of dawaili over, so that it was bottom-up on top of a large 
aluminum serving dish and draped with a damp towel. Cooling the bottom 
slightly made the burned bits at the bottom release, she had told me. 

Jafra opened and closed cabinets while we prepared to eat, gathering the 
soup bowls and spoons. She called to her son: “Ayyub! Ayyub!” He ignored her, 
remaining in his bedroom. 

She lifted the pot off the dawai/i and shook out the remnants at the bottom 
before tipping it upright so she could see what remained. Most of it came out 
easily, with a few bits remaining at the bottom. She took a spoon and scraped 
off the tomato slices, which were not too burned, piling them on top of the 
mountain of dawaii. She ate the rolled leaves that escaped from the pile, clean- 
ing up the formation with her snacking. “It’s so good,” she said. “I love dawdii.” 
She carried out the platter and placed it on the table. I followed her, ready to 
eat. 

Jafra walked away from the freshly made food to knock on her son’s bed- 
room door, to invite him to join us for the meal. When he refused, she came 
back. “Ayyub doesn’t want to eat,” she said. “He says he doesn’t want to eat 
dawali. But you wait: I will leave it in the kitchen, and he will come back and 
eat it later.” 

Jafra and I sat down to eat. She sat closest to the pan and spooned gen- 
erous portions into each of our soup bowls. Then we added yogurt to them. 
The food was delicious, with the tart taste of the grape leaves and the soft rice 
and the broth pooled in the bottom of our dishes. We ate quietly and quickly, 
commenting on nothing but how good the food was. We got full quickly and 
started eating more slowly, taking the grape-leaf fingers from the platter one 
at a time, biting them in half in the middle or popping the entire package into 
our mouths at once. 

“I usually just eat once a day,” she told me. “But since it’s dawai/i, I will keep 
eating it. I will keep it in the kitchen and snack on it every time I go by.” 

“Because it’s so good. Yislamii idayki, ya Imm Ayyib,” I told her.” 

Jafra laughed. “It’s good, my dawaili, isn’t it?” She sat back in her chair, sat- 
isfied, and put her hands over her stomach. “Do you want tea now?” 

“Not yet,” I said. “Let’s stay a little bit.” And we stayed together for some 
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time in the aftermath of the meal, settled in the relaxed timeline of weekend 
cooking. 


Embodied Temporalities of Levantine Cuisine 


Our session making dawdli constitutes a physical embodiment of Levantine 
cuisine—specifically, the distinct way that time proceeds in the course of pre- 
paring an elaborate dish like dawa/i. Our long day spent with grape leaves, and 
with each other, emphasized female sociality as a key ingredient of the dish. 
This example of a leisurely Saturday constructed around a meal shows the role 
of women’s work making food together in the construction of something called 
Levantine cuisine. When I say “Levantine” here, I mean dishes that were made 
in the community where I worked—Tal al-Zahra, a working-class neighbor- 
hood of East Amman. They were regarded as regional yet further distinguished 
by national or communal variations. In this usage, “Levantine” is largely an 
ethnographic term and a translation of a&/ bilad al-sham (the foods of greater 
Syria), understood in Tal al-Zahra to include Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, and 
Syria. Over some three years of fieldwork on domestic life in Tal al-Zahra, 
I observed that much of women’s socializing revolved around cooking and 
eating. The time and love that they invested in making dishes that they con- 
sidered part of the heritage of greater Syria infused the cuisine with moral im- 
plications. The time and love were anything but abstract: they were evident in 
the long hours spent working on dishes, time taken away from other activities. 
Women’s work, in short, is fundamental to the concept of Levantine cuisine. 
The social relations that this work constructs are part of that concept as well. 

Levantine cuisine, in all its varied forms, is sensory, embodied, social, and 
cultural. In their essence, cooking and eating are sensory activities that we do 
with our bodies. They are equally social, carried out in cooperation with and in 
the presence of others. Finally, they are cultural, imbued with symbolic mean- 
ings that connect us to other times and places as we eat and cook. The women 
of Tal al-Zahra with whom I worked, mostly descendants of Palestinians and 
Iraqis, facilitated each of these facets of their cuisine. Their notion of Levan- 
tine cuisine emerged from their shared experiences of cooking and eating to- 
gether and enjoying the time spent in preparation, consumption, and tidying 
up afterward, experiences like the one I shared with Jafra, making dawdili. In 
addition to producing a regional culinary canon, these sessions also contrib- 
uted to producing normative conceptions of proper female comportment. As 
women cooked together, they shared the experience of using their bodies to 
make food in ways that were time-consuming, laborious, and social. In doing 
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so they cultivated an implied social agreement that women should do this kind 
of work and that it was particularly female in some way. 

Cooking creates the idea of Levantine cuisine and norms for female behav- 
ior at the same time. This process has three dimensions. The first dimension 
is speed: cooking is slow, and the embodied experience of moving at a slow 
pace while making food at home demands that women who cook arrange their 
everyday lives in a certain way to accommodate their cooking. The second di- 
mension is historical time and the sense of being connected to the past of a na- 
tion where the women no longer live, most often Palestine. The third dimen- 
sion is knowledge, the accumulation of experience through exposure, practice, 
and conversation. Each of these dimensions has sensory, embodied, social, and 
cultural elements. Together, these dimensions suggest that making Levantine 
cuisine involves a connection to the idea of a geographical place called the 
Levant and that this connection happens through the body. Each dimension 
also informs women’s ideas of what is desirable, appropriate, and moral for 
them to do. 

The idea of Levantine cuisine attaches in a specific way to the dishes I de- 
scribe making and eating in this chapter. While the techniques that the women 
of Tal al-Zahra used were clearly identified as Palestinian, the dishes they 
made are part of a broader Arab culinary tradition. Mahashi (stuffed vegetables; 
singular mahshi), for example, falls under the umbrella of Levantine cuisine, 
but it takes different forms and names in other parts of the Levant and in Iraq. 
More a technique than a dish, it has as many variations as there are cooks who 
make it. Various vegetables can be hollowed out and stuffed, and many others 
can be rolled into a container for meat, rice, or meat and rice. Yogurt, tomato, 
and stock can all make up the broth for a dish of stuffed vegetables. Enumer- 
ating the different stuffed dishes and their names, and attaching the variations 
to specific temporalities and geographies, is an endlessly entertaining pastime. 
Women in Tal al-Zahra were curious about how foods familiar to them looked 
and what they were called in other parts of the Arab world. The versatility 
and variability of mahdashi, though, is deemphasized as it is localized and made 
specific to the historical and cultural lineage of the woman making it as well 
as to her personal inclinations and tastes. Iraqi dolma, for example, is a dish 
similar to Levantine variations on maashi in that it is composed of vegetables 
stuffed with rice and meat. Unlike its counterparts in Bilad al-Sham, though, 
it welcomes vegetables in any combination at all: home cooks stuff whatever 
vegetable they have in their pantry for the dolma and can throw in a few /fi/ 
(fava beans) if they like. They stuff tomatoes, potatoes, and onions. When my 
Palestinian friends ate the dish and asked how to cook it, their experience was 
one of curiosity and comparison with their own way of making mahashi. The 
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notion of Levantine cuisine, then, functioned in the Jordanian community 
where I was working as a frame for broader comparison within which women 
articulated the uniqueness of their national, local, and personal approach to 
making the dish. 


A Taste of Amman 


During my fieldwork in Tal al-Zahra, I spent time with women in their apart- 
ments as they spent their days looking after their homes and families and 
otherwise attending to the demands of everyday life. In other work, I look at 
the way they addressed questions of personal freedom, friendship, betrayal, 
and other weightier dilemmas.’ Here I examine the question that arose most 
frequently: what to cook and how to cook it. The conversations at most so- 
cial gatherings took a detour through cooking, including a recitation of what 
everyone had made, how they had made it, and whether it had been tasty. Tips 
on whether to use black or white pepper to season, a knife or a food proces- 
sor to chop, and almonds or pine nuts to garnish were more prominent than 
pleasantries.* 

Tal al-Zahra is not a terribly distinctive section of East Amman. It is far 
enough west to be upwardly mobile and far enough east to be almost exclu- 
sively populated by Arabs. Unlike West Amman, where white foreigners were 
acommon sight, East Amman was known for being more ethnically homoge- 
neous (meaning home to fewer white foreigners).” Tal al-Zahra residents had 
diverse origins—although this distinction between East and West Amman 
was as much a class division as an ethnic one, with elites almost never residing 
in the city’s eastern part. A largely Palestinian neighborhood since Amman’s 
rapid expansion in 1948, it included residents from Gaza, the West Bank, and 
what local residents referred to as “[19]48 lands” (aradi tamaniyeh wa-arba‘in). 
Within the West Bank and “48” groups, people were often curious to distin- 
guish between villages of origin, even when they themselves had never been 
there. In addition to people displaced from Palestine, there were also Pales- 
tinian people displaced from Kuwait and Iraqis displaced in the aftermath of 
America’s 2003 military campaign. People of other origins existed in spec- 
ulation: the new apartment buildings being constructed at the edges of Tal 
al-Zahra were imagined to have owners from the Gulf: whenever rent was 
increased, the specter of Syrian migrants was blamed for the economic shift. 
People of “East Bank” Jordanian origin were few but proud.® 

Tal al-Zahra’s designation as a popular (s4a‘bi) neighborhood arose in part 
from its particular brand of diversity. The moniker sha‘i could carry varied 
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connotations in Jordanian Arabic, ranging from praise for authenticity to con- 
demnation for backwardness. As a residential area, Tal al-Zahra carried the full 
range of associations—among residents and nonresidents alike. Food, though, 
carried class distinctions slightly differently; home cooking was lauded indis- 
criminately across classes. Elite Jordanians were inclined to consider “poor” 
people’s home cooking with some nostalgia: it included all of the delicious fats 
that their grandmothers had used, which they had eliminated from their diets 
in the name of health. The dishes that people could expect to enjoy in Am- 
man’s fanciest home kitchens, though, looked remarkably similar to the ones 
that appeared in Tal al-Zahra. The well-loved classic dishes were largely the 
same. 

In Tal al-Zahra as elsewhere in Amman, there was a dynamic range of lan- 
guage and opinions for discussing a familiar range of cuisine. Each national 
origin had a distinctive set of vocabulary for the foods they made: Palestinians 
had a repertoire of dishes that they considered to belong to their cultural tra- 
dition, including mahdashi, muliikhiya, musakhan, and numerous other dishes 
that involved slowly cooking a combination of vegetables and stew meat over 
a low flame. Mahashi is an umbrella category that includes anything stuffed 
with rice and meat; the term means “stuffed” and could include anything pre- 
pared using that technique. Zucchinis (Asad) were the staple vegetable for 
stuffing. Stuffed zucchinis could be in the same pot as either lamb chops and 
stuffed grape leaves (as in waraq dawaii) or stuffed eggplants and a squash-like 
vegetable called gar‘a, also stuffed, and tomato broth. The Iraqi dish dolma, 
as noted, had some similarities—enough to make it a point of curiosity. The 
most common homemade sweet was ma‘miil, cookies served on holidays (usu- 
ally Eid al-Adha) when people visit one another to celebrate. The cookies are 
carefully formed semolina filled with either chopped walnuts and sugar or date 
paste (‘ajweh). Both ma‘mul and mahashi involved the many-step process of 
stuffing: the outer layer and a filling had to be prepared. Then the stuffing had 
to be done appropriately, all before the final step of cooking or baking. 

Multistep dishes like mahdshi are time-consuming and laborious. For the 
women | worked with in Tal al-Zahra, having a team of women to assist them 
and keep them company during the lengthy process was essential both to 
completing the task and to enjoying it. The feeling of gathering women to- 
gether to work collectively on assembling big, complicated dishes was part 
of what those dishes invoked and entailed for the women who knew how to 
make them. As such, the dishes themselves implied a certain way of life that 
was marked by a felt experience of drawn-out socializing that accompanied 
the hard work of making the dish. The luxury of time at home, for one, was 
a precondition for this kind of work, as was the presence of female neighbors 
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with a similar schedule. The intimacy of these relationships, and the feeling 
of being with other women up to our elbows in raw meat and uncooked rice, 
implied a form of social trust and support between women. While it could be 
fragile, this trust and support connected women to one another. Finally, the 
time invested in making this kind of food, when other less time-consuming 
and possibly cheaper options like eggs or falafel could much more easily sate 
people’s hunger, implies an agreement among these women that the food re- 
sulting from this time investment was better: more nutritious, more delicious, 
and more moral. 

What emerges around this image of convivial kitchen efforts is a set of 
positive, community-oriented associations of women, typically mothers, pre- 
paring a certain kind of food in a certain way that connects them to a way of 
life that they consider “moral.” I use this word as anthropologist Joel Robbins 
has used it, in a Durkheimian sense, to describe the morality of reproduction, 
a comfortably social morality that involves maintaining what already exists and 
is familiar.’ In this case, the norms in question have to do with families and 
women’s roles within their families and follow a model of women spending 
time in looking after everything related to the home, while men socialize out- 
side the home and embody a head-of-household role when at home. This ideal 
endures in Jordan despite social changes that make it somewhat more chal- 
lenging to maintain. Many women work outside the home in different ways, 
and traditional gender roles in the home are up for negotiation as expectations 
shift toward the ideals of romantic companionship depicted in television series. 
This pure, uncontested division exists as an ideal type, not as a reality for most 
people.* When women in Tal al-Zahra cooked, though, they could momen- 
tarily inhabit the ideal of nourishing mothers; when they discussed cooking 
together, they also activated the sense of embodying appropriate femininity. 


Bodies Feeling Time: Theoretical Tools 


In locating my exploration of Levantine cuisine decisively in embodied experi- 
ence, I am privileging the sensations of cooking and eating that are likely most 
familiar to readers. Eating and sharing food are things we do and experience 
with our bodies: analysis comes afterward, if at all. Gathering data on the em- 
bodied and the sensory means allowing some things to be implicit and allow- 
ing our own bodies as ethnographers to be a source of information. This type 
of research entails five key foundational assumptions. (1) It is possible to feel 
something in our bodies that is shared by other nearby bodies who have the 
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same experience. (2) It is possible to live these shared experiences and under- 
stand them as something shared without necessarily naming them as a shared 
experience. (3) Taste and speed are among these embodied experiences and are 
both felt. (4) These embodied and felt experiences, including taste and speed, 
have the potential to connect us to something beyond the present. (5) These 
embodied and sensory experiences arise in and reflect a context where maternal 
love is manifested in cooking and serving these well-known dishes. I address 
each of these foundational assumptions in turn. 

First, it is possible to feel something in our own bodies that is shared by 
other nearby bodies having the same experience. When women sat together 
to cook in Tal al-Zahra, they moved in similar ways and used familiar physical 
techniques that allowed them to have a recognizably similar experience. This 
shared experience involved feelings, both emotional and physical. 

Second, all five senses were involved in cooking.’ This sensory immersion 
happened without conscious effort. 

Third, cooking in Tal al-Zahra included a panoply of sensory experiences, 
but the ones that concern me most here are taste and timing. Ben Highmore 
offers a conception of taste as a feeling: rather than being a preconditioned, 
subconscious choice overdetermined by cultural factors, taste is a cocktail of 
first-person experiences that build a relationship between the person liking or 
disliking and the object in question. This approach to taste lets go of the idea 
that our likes and dislikes are functions of class or group inclusion or at least 
makes those things secondary. In Highmore’s words, “It requires an approach 
that recognizes that the materiality of taste, as well as what matters about taste, 
is the feelings through which it is animated.”"° Taste-as-feeling acknowledges a 
relationship between me and the object that I like and also acknowledges that 
individual feelings arise in the specific historical contexts that make them pos- 
sible."* In short, this approach says that liking matters and is a real, complex, 
personal feeling and that its idiosyncratic manifestation in the body exists 
alongside its shared manifestations in communities of all sizes. 

This sort of taste was in question in Tal al-Zahra cooking sessions, where 
women felt their way into the sorts of spice additions or hand movements that 
they chose in order to make something more attractive or more delicious. Tim- 
ing, as well, is a piece of this analysis. The way that women felt time passing 
in these home environments is contrasted to the way that they experienced 
speed outside of their homes, which is associated with the modernizing city 
of Amman and the distinct sort of morality that prevails there. Following 
Highmore, I suggest that the women experienced feelings of both time and 
taste as they were making and eating food in Tal al-Zahra. They like some time 
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cadences, which feel good, but they like others less, like preparing food hastily 
while children hover impatiently or bringing home and serving fried chicken. 

Fourth, all the feelings that I describe here were not only ways of con- 
necting to the moment of work and connection with one another but also a 
way of stirring oneself into the past of a much larger imagined community.” 
Through the embodied encounter of the smells and tastes of mixed spices, 
ground meat, cinnamon, or shortening, and the remembering of the ways that 
their grandmothers and mothers prepared the same dishes, the women incor- 
porated themselves into lineages of care and culinary tradition through their 
own work at cooking. Their work, which connected them to their national 
pasts, put them in the role of caretakers of that history as well as of the family 
and guests who ate their food. This work was explicitly gendered, and women 
were expected to embody the skill of cooking as well as the love of cooking. 

The taste of a woman's food was often interpreted as an indicator of her 
character: nafas-ha zaki, women would say of one another, meaning that their 
delicious soul or breath was infusing the food with good taste. The relational 
connection between an object and the person who likes it that Highmore 
describes is manifested in the foods of Tal al-Zahra in two directions, then: 
through the hand of the cook and the palate of the consumer. For those who 
ate and enjoyed the food produced, the feeling surrounding its preparation 
was further linked to the moral character of the woman making it. Her good- 
ness, her deliciousness, translates into her ability to care for those around her 
by nourishing them. Her food is a form of care, and her particular form of 
care reflects her character. This close link between the goodness of a woman’s 
cooking and the morality of her character reflects the many layers of assump- 
tion underpinning the ways women performed their love for their families and 
other intimates. 

At the base of this stack of assumptions is the ideal of the nuclear family: 
a husband and wife who divide labor between them and in doing so create a 
safe environment for their children. The intact nuclear family represents a 
norm in contemporary Jordan—women’s horror stories about married couples 
who share a home space with the husband’s parents reinforce its desirability. 
This arrangement of family life arrived relatively recently in the region,”* re- 
corded in the changes that took place among expanding elites of the late nine- 
teenth century and early twentieth century. The ideal of the perfect housewife, 
secluded in a space that she maintains for her husband, emerged as a dominant 
ideal during this period and has taken root as an ideal type. Kinship ties remain 
close in Jordan. It is not uncommon for families to reside in the same building, 
adding stories or apartments to accommodate sons and their new brides, but 
the ideal is clearly for one couple to inhabit one household. In current concep- 
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tions of middle-class womanhood, sharing home space with another is viewed 
as compromising to a woman's dignity. Accordingly, one woman’s total influ- 
ence over the domestic space that she cares for represents the achievement of 
a moral norm. 

As the idea of the nuclear family and its association with moral purity has 
gained purchase in the Middle East, it has been translated into metaphors 
for the nation. In these metaphors, kings and presidents are the fathers of 
the nation and women are the mothers, responsible for reproducing its sons 
and preserving its chastity through their proper comportment.’° The moral 
significance of women looking after the kitchen is more political than mere 
reproduction. A mother’s love for her children and a wife’s for her husband, 
manifest in her attention to feeding them well, reproduces the morality of the 
nation as a collective that includes some and excludes others at the same time 
that it reproduces the nuclear family. Palestinians are often excluded from the 
idea of the Jordanian national collective, so the dream of national belonging 
is particularly urgent. In theorist Sara Ahmed’s words, “The reproduction of 
femininity is tied up with the reproduction of the national ideal through the 
work of love.”!° Cooking is a work of love that reproduces both ideals of femi- 
ninity and ideals of the nation through a loving investment of time. At stake in 
this work of cooking, and the feelings it inspires, is nothing less than the well- 
being of all the nations that the women of Tal al-Zahra envision themselves as 
part of. It is infused with sensuality, with sociality, and with love, all of which 
are folded into ideas about how men and women should contribute differently 
to making a moral family and an intact nation. 

The attempt I make here to read the practice of cooking and eating in Tal 
al-Zahra relies on these foundational assumptions. These assumptions have a 
conceptual consequence: namely, that the women making this cuisine did not 
merely do the cuisine-making as an activity separate from the rest of their lives 
but rather that they cultivated their bodies in a way that made this kind of cui- 
sine possible. As women’s ways of inhabiting their bodies change, the ways that 
the cuisine is made, experienced, and tasted also change. Different generations 
of women have varying tastes and embodied relationships with the experience 
of cooking and eating Levantine cuisine. The idea of a Levantine cuisine in- 
cludes ideas about how women are encouraged to inhabit their bodies, which 
have real implications for gender relations in contemporary Jordan. The cui- 
sine itself cannot exist in our shared imaginary without the embodied female 
labor that goes into making it. This labor underpins not only the consumption 
of this delicious food by others but also the moral imaginary of the nation and 
the bourgeois ideal of the intact nuclear family. When we talk about Levantine 
cuisine, we are also talking about the physical labor of making it. It is women 
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who perform that physical labor uncompensated, in the name of morality and 
of love. 


Discovering the Familiar 


While housework is often conceptualized as routine,’’ and treated as some- 
thing semiautomated and repetitive, we see in my day with Jafra just how much 
serendipity, shift, and planning were involved in the act of making lunch for 
her family. The cadence of the preparation in this case was emergent: Jafra’s 
routine depended on when someone (1) arrived to help her, and the ritual of 
eating was disrupted and reconfigured at every juncture. Schedules changed, 
preferences failed to align, and tasks took longer than or not as long as ex- 
pected. The project of making dawdii, in this case, was the response to a desire 
for this specific kind of well-loved food, the desire for a specific taste. This de- 
sire was then lived over an entire day, to be gratified in a short eating session. 

The particularity of this experience comes from a contrast with other 
temporalities—those of the workday or the urban commute,’* where there 
are no such time-rich stretches. Jafra, who was working as a teacher during the 
week, chose to make this dish on a weekend day because her work schedule 
did not permit another configuration. Her judgment call shows us that this 
kind of time, required to make the staple dishes in her repertoire, was a scarce 
good rendered scarcer by engagement in work and in time spent outside of the 
house. By protecting it, by designating it as a key aspiration of her weekend and 
enrolling others (myself in this case) in making it possible, she elevated this 
kind of time to the status of luxury. Passing her day in this fashion was a plea- 
sure for her. Although we worked diligently at making the dawdli, which was 
physically laborious, the flexible, restful cadence made this effort pleasant. In 
part, the pleasure arose from the taste of the food, its deliciousness and famil- 
iarity. It also arose from the anticipation of the dish’s goodness, which flavored 
the work of preparing it. 

Of the dimensions mentioned as fundamental to my analysis of Levantine 
cuisine in Tal al-Zahra, time and knowledge stand out as central to this par- 
ticular experience. The flexibility of time and the way it unfolded—full of ac- 
tivity, but without the rigidity of a work schedule—distinguished it from pro- 
fessional work and the temporality that prevailed in the workplace. The notion 
of knowledge transfer also animated our work session. In gently allowing me 
to experiment with making dawdii by imitating her style of preparation, Jafra 
welcomed me into a manner of learning to cook that reflected her approach 
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with her daughter and the approach that women took with one another when 
they collaborated to make dishes together. A sort of demonstration followed 
by a companionable acceptance of varied approaches allowed me to learn about 
the technique in an embodied fashion rather than in a didactic manner that 
designated certain movements as “right” and others as “wrong.” The third 
fundamental dimension, historical time, appears in the next vignette. 


A Lifeline to the Land: Connections to the National Past 


In sensory and embodied terms, preparing their staple dishes was an avenue 
for women to inhabit a temporality distinct from that of the workplace or the 
city and reminiscent of the past. Conversations about food similarly connected 
women to other times and places by linking them to distinct national spaces. 
Mabashi exemplified this connection across places and the implied history of 
those places. In one case, two friends, Noor (an Iraqi) and ‘Aziza (a Jordanian 
citizen of Gazan descent), were mutually curious about each other’s approach 
to making mabashi. While ‘Aziza adhered to the typical Levantine typology, 
wherein dawali, wara kisa (waraq kisd in written Arabic, a combination of 
stuffed grape leaves and zucchini), and kasd mahshi served with tomato broth 
together represented the repertoire of stuffed things, Noor followed the Iraqi 
tradition of making dolma, a hodgepodge of various different kinds of stuffed 
vegetables. ‘Aziza was fascinated by this variation on a common dish and eager 
to explain it to her sisters, who were equally curious. 

Noor was proud of her cooking and eager to show ‘Aziza’s sisters ‘Aliya’ 
and Safa’ the technique that she had shown ‘Aziza. When the sisters were all 
together in Amman, she invited them for lunch, making this triumphant dish 
and laboriously preparing her home to receive them. Mother of four children 
under ten, she took pains to keep her space as clean as possible. The sisters 
came on a weekend afternoon and huddled into the small seating area next to 
the kitchen. While they were drinking juice and making small talk before the 
meal, Noor enumerated the contents of the dish, going through the things that 
were stuffed. Zucchini, eggplants, and si/ig (a leafy plant similar to grape vines) 
were vegetables they knew as stuffable; carrots and potatoes were less com- 
mon but still conceivable. Onions, though, were surprising. One of the sisters, 
‘Aliya’, was incredulous. How do you stuff an onion? Noor explained: you peel 
the onion, cut deeply enough into the side of the onion so that you can pull the 
inner layers out, but not so deeply that you cut the onion into two pieces, open 
up the layers, extract each spherical layer one by one, fill the onion skin with 
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rice, and then fold the cut edges one over another to make a neat package. As 
the onion cooked, the sides of skin melted into one another to keep the cooked 
rice inside. 

‘Aliya’ remained confused. Noor continued her attempt to explain, and her 
sisters tried as well, but the idea remained quite outside of what she could 
imagine. She remained puzzled until Noor served the lunch. 

When Noor triumphantly placed the steaming platter on the table, it con- 
tained everything promised: zucchini, eggplants, si/ig, carrots and potatoes; and 
onions. It was a pile of cooked vegetables plump with rice stuffing, rolling over 
each other to rest against the rim of the platter. Before filling her plate, ‘Aliya’ 
fished through the selection of vegetables to find an onion. When she found 
it, she took it in her hand, held it up, and peered at it carefully, like a doctor ex- 
amining an X-ray. “Now I see,” she said. She put the onion back on the platter 
and allowed Noor to fill a plate and hand it to her. 

Noor later shared with me that this was how “Palestinians” reacted. She 
had never seen a Palestinian successfully stuff an onion. Ma budbut ma‘hum 
(it doesn’t work for them), she said. 

This idea of a specific national cuisine emerges in a continual comparison 
of approaches, recipes, and styles. As the women elaborated recipes and tech- 
niques, they made distinctions between what cuisine was associated with each 
geography and how it was executed in each place. This distinguishing process 
did not so much develop a hierarchy (as it has in some other contexts) as artic- 
ulate a clear typology connecting culinary elements to geographical features.” 
This typology allowed women to think of making these foods as a means of 
participating in their own national communities. Embedded in this idea of a 
national cuisine is an implied notion of a national history; for ‘Aziza and her 
sister Safa’, who had never been to Palestine, the distinction between Noor’s 
rendering of the dish and the rendering that “worked for them” was itself a 
reference to their heritage rather than to their present. And for ‘Aliya’, who 
had returned to Palestine after growing up in Jordan, her inclusion in a group 
with her sisters implied an uninterrupted continuity in their shared Palestinian 
identity, erasing the disjuncture that arose from her coming and going. 


Embodied Connection 


The act of cooking and eating connected women to a specific kind of tempo- 
rality that was distinct from the temporality associated with the regimented 
schedule of the workplace or the hustle of moving about the city. It also con- 
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nected them with specific cultural imaginaries, like the nation, and distin- 
guished them as members of those groups. Finally, it connected them to an 
embodied manner of knowledge acquisition that could be inhabited collec- 
tively. All of these projects of belonging were holistic, in that they demanded 
nearly complete immersion in the moments when women performed them, 
absorbing the entire body’s attention. This absorption had the potential to be 
pleasant, even gratifying. This pleasure and gratification, however, arose from 
a certain configuration of time, embodiment, and national imaginary that ei- 
ther disrupted or entirely precluded other conceptions of the “good.” Insofar as 
a highly productive professional schedule for women is regarded as desirable, 
a lifestyle where women spend days together making complex dishes seems 
less plausible. 

Within Tal al-Zahra, both value propositions—moving slowly and being 
connected to a national past—had their merits: women could plausibly make 
arguments for the moral validity of both approaches. What I want to empha- 
size here, though, is that in talking about Levantine cuisine as a concept, we 
are also talking about the labor of female bodies that produce this cuisine. To 
reify the cuisine itself without acknowledging how much of its production is 
enabled and has been enabled by women investing their time, physical energy, 
and social resources is to erase this very important female contribution from 
the concept entirely. By attending to the female labor that makes Levantine 
cuisine a reality, we start to see how “cuisine” means more than food that stands 
alone on a plate. Cuisine includes the people who make it, the materials they 
use, and the contexts where they live, cook, and eat. In Tal al-Zahra, this con- 
text includes specific ideas about how women use their time and how they fit 
into a national past, which contribute to notions of what is and is not possible 


for people of both genders. 
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CHAPTER 9 


Shakshdka for All Seasons: Tunisian Jewish 
Foodways at the Turn of the Twentieth Century 


NOAM SIENNA 


The annual survey of the National Restaurant Association in late 2018 declared 
that one of the “global food trends” of the following year would be shakshiika, 
described as “a globally-inspired breakfast item ...aTunisian/Israeli dish” of 
eggs poached in a spicy tomato sauce.’ The slash in “Tunisian/Israeli” draws 
our attention to the ways in which the mobility of food links communities 
across national, regional, and religious boundaries. Shakshika is a stew of to- 
matoes, onions, and peppers (sometimes with other vegetables), usually topped 
with eggs poached in the stew.” While it originates in North Africa, it has 
now become a popular “Middle Eastern” dish, especially through its associa- 
tions with Israeli cuisine. This chapter traces the trajectory of the movement 
of shakshiika from the Maghreb to the Levant through the examination of 
a rare Judeo-Arabic cookbook, U-vishalta Ve-akhalta, published as an eight- 
page booklet in Tunis around 1907. The cookbook, which presents a mixture 
of dishes, ingredients, and vocabulary drawn from North African, Levantine, 
French, and Mediterranean communities, includes some of the earliest known 
recipes for shakshuka and its earliest invocation in a Jewish context, opening a 
window into the foodways of Tunisian Jews at the turn of the century. 

I was first introduced to this cookbook through the work of the late rabbi 
Dr. Alan D. Corré, longtime professor at the University of Wisconsin— 
Milwaukee and an accomplished scholar of both Semitic and Romance 
languages and literatures.* While in Tunisia in 1970, Dr. Corré purchased 
a fragile copy of U-vishalta Ve-akhalta in a used bookstore and began trans- 
lating it before his death in 2017, posting a short summary of the cookbook on 
his website. The only other surviving copy is located in the National Library 
of Israel (NLI Rare A5232), where it was accessioned from the collection of 
Avraham (Robert) Attal. This cookbook was part of a flowering of Jewish 
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books published in Tunisia around the turn of the twentieth century, includ- 
ing Hebrew liturgical texts, Judeo-Arabic folk literature, and translations of 
French works.* Apart from two short-lived attempts to open Jewish publishing 
houses in the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, North Africa did not have a 
Hebrew printing industry until the second half of the nineteenth century. As 
a result, Maghrebi Jewish authors and publishers generally brought their books 
to press at printing houses in Europe and the Ottoman Empire or circulated 
texts in manuscript form. The first Hebrew books printed in the Maghreb—all 
three by a peripatetic rabbi and printer from Jerusalem named Hayyim Ze’ev 
Ashkenazi—were published in Algiers in 1853, Oran in 1856, and Tunis in 1861.° 
This initiative was followed by the opening of new presses by the local com- 
munity in Algeria, but it seems that no further books were printed in Hebrew 
characters in Tunisia until the 1880s. 

At the end of the nineteenth century, three Jewish presses were opened in 
Tunis in rapid succession. The first was a small press run by the Tunis-born 
son of a Livornese émigré, Vittorio Finzi, who received a printing license from 
the bey of Tunis in 1880.’ The second was the press of Sion Uzan and Joseph 
Castro (Imprimerie Uzan et Castro), which printed large numbers of popular 
Judeo-Arabic newspapers, booklets of folklore, and serialized novels, starting 
in 1885.° Finally, Ya‘aqov Guedj was the publisher of the 1907 cookbook dis- 
cussed here. Guedj’s family was Tunisian but moved to Algiers, where Guedj 
apprenticed as a printer and then opened his own press. He moved back to 
Tunis with his father in 1895 and reopened his press there.” 

The decades between 1880 and 1920 saw an explosion of Tunisian Jewish 
books, mostly small booklets of popular literature in vernacular Judeo-Arabic 
(the Jewish dialect of Tunisian Arabic, written phonetically in Hebrew char- 
acters). It is often called a/-‘arabiyya al-barbariyya (Barbary Arabic) or simply 
al-yahid (Jewish).’° In his 1907 catalog of Tunisian Jewish publishing, the 
French scholar Eusébe Vassel lists over 500 such bibliographic items, all 
printed since 1880."' These included translations of European literary works 
into Judeo-Arabic, such as Alexandre Dumas’s Le comte de Monte Cristo, 
printed by Uzan et Castro in 1889, and Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, printed 
the following year; original compositions in Judeo-Arabic, such as Eliezer 
Farhi’s novel Sirat Zin al-Tammam, first published in 1888; collections of folk- 
tales, proverbs, and popular songs; and works of geography, history, folk medi- 
cine, and dream interpretation. These presses also printed Judeo-Arabic jour- 
nals and newspapers as well as large numbers of single-page sheets and other 
ephemera, such as amulets, alphabet posters, and broadsides. 

The 1907 cookbook belongs to this genre of popular, ephemeral Judeo- 
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Arabic publications in early twentieth-century Tunis. The inside cover of the 
cookbook presents an advertisement for Abraham Touil’s bookstore in Tunis, 
al-Maktaba al-Tunisiyya, which apparently sponsored the printing at Guedj’s 
press. It lists the other items available for sale there: five Judeo-Arabic novellas, 
three kinds of floral essences used in cooking and as perfumes (orange blossom 
water, rose water, and églantine water [md nisri]), and prayer books (siddurim) 
and prayer shawls (za//itot).’? While selling rose water and prayer shawls along- 
side Judeo-Arabic novellas may seem like an unusual combination for a book- 
shop, it is typical for Maghrebi Jewish bookstores of this period, which sold sta- 
tionery, ritual Judaica, and a variety of household objects in addition to books.’ 
In fact, throughout the Levant, bookstores advertised a variety of products, in- 
cluding stationery, journals, toys, clothing, and even “superb tea.”* 

The context of bookstores as a source of general household goods might 
also point us toward the intended audience. The title page presents a mix of 
languages: first a large title in biblical Hebrew: U-vishalta Ve-akhalta (You 
Shall Cook and Eat); then another title in French: Livre de cuisines (Cook- 
book); and then a subtitle in Judeo-Arabic: Aad /-kitab yashtamil ‘ala na‘t 
al-taba@ ikh (this book contains a description of dishes).’° While knowledge of 
biblical Hebrew was generally restricted to Jewish men in this period, French 
was more associated with women, and Judeo-Arabic was shared by both. For 
example, an 1887 advertisement for a Passover haggadah published by Avraham 
Boukabza in Algiers explains: 


We have printed a new haggadah for Passover, translated into French... 
since women are obligated in the reading of the haggadah, but the women of 
our time do not know how to read [Hebrew], and so we have done it all in 
French. ... We hope that everyone who buys this haggadah takes great plea- 
sure on the night of the seder meal, whether he understands it all or whether 
it is his sons or daughters who know how to read in French.” 


The Alliance Israélite Universelle, a Franco-Jewish philanthropic organi- 
zation, opened a girls’ school in Tunis in 1882, which had an especially strong 
influence on French literacy among Tunisian Jewish women.”” It seems likely 
that the large French subtitle of this cookbook, printed in ornamental Latin 
characters, was meant to emphasize its modern and sophisticated nature and 
appeal to a potential audience of modern and sophisticated women. At the 
same time, its Judeo-Arabic contents indicate that this cookbook was marketed 
solely within the Tunisian Jewish community. 

While there is little direct evidence that Tunisian Jewish women were lit- 
erate in Judeo-Arabic, some Maghrebi Judeo-Arabic books were aimed at 
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women, with the intention that their husbands would buy them and read them 
aloud. For example, a Judeo-Arabic household manual with explanations of 
the dietary laws of kashrut and food preparation (Dat Yehudit) was printed 
in Algiers in 1855 (and reprinted there by Guedj in 1894). The book instructs 
its readers “to read these laws at all times, and especially women. But since 
women do not know how to read, and even many men also do not know the 
Holy Tongue, we have thought to make these [laws] in the Arabic language, 
so that every man can have it in his house, and can read it to his household at 
all times.”"* Perhaps this cookbook was similarly intended as a household re- 
source that could be shared by men and women: among Tunisian Jews in this 
period, women performed the bulk of food preparation tasks, including shop- 
ping, cooking, and serving.” It is also possible that changing norms in terms 
of education and the status of women in the community in the early twentieth 
century led to an increase in Jewish women who were literate in Judeo-Arabic. 

U-vishalta Ve-akhalta appears to be the earliest modern cookbook printed 
in North Africa (and the earliest printed cookbook of modern North Afri- 
can cuisine) as well as the earliest printed non-Ashkenazi Jewish cookbook.”° 
Thanks to the Arab literary and cultural “awakening” known as the Nahda, 
some printed Arabic cookbooks appeared in the Levant at the end of the 
nineteenth century, such as the Lebanese cookbook Tadbkirat al-Khawatin 
wa-Ustadh al-Tabbakhin (1885), by Khalil Sarkis. These cookbooks collected 
local recipes and also drew on Ottoman cookbooks that had been published 
since the mid-nineteenth century, such as the famous Melcei’t-Tabbahin of 
Mehmed Kamil (1844).?1 Cookbooks of North African cuisine, however, were 
not printed until well into the twentieth century. The next Maghrebi cookbook 
after U-vishalta Ve-akhalta was also produced by a'Tunisian Jew, Jacques-Victor 
Lévy (writing as Jacques Véhel): La véritable cuisine tunisienne, printed in Tunis 
in 1923.”” Unlike Véhel’s cookbook, which is in French and aims to explain (and 
defend) the value of Tunisian cuisine to French colonial readers, the choice 
of the author of U-vishalta Ve-akhalta to write in Judeo-Arabic indicates his 
(or her) primary commitment to a Jewish audience. 

U-vishalta Ve-akhalta assumes a high degree of culinary knowledge on the 
part of its audience. Following the advertisement for the bookstore, the cook- 
book contains six pages of suggested dishes, each with a short list of ingredi- 
ents. The “recipes” are closer to simple descriptions of each dish’s contents: it 
gives no quantities and almost no cooking instructions. The dishes do not seem 
to be listed in any particular order. The book includes four recipes for soup or 
stew, twelve recipes for meat dishes (beef, lamb, chicken, and duck), one recipe 
for fish, twelve vegetable-based recipes, and twenty-two dishes called tagine. 
“Tagine” usually refers to a kind of egg-based frittata in modern Tunisia, rather 
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than the stew more familiar from Morocco. suspect that the Tunisian version 
is meant in this cookbook.” 

The majority of these recipes are typical of modern Tunisian cuisine shared 
by Jews and Muslims. Many scholars have pointed out the ways in which cui- 
sine is a central arena for cultural contact and cooperation for Jews and Mus- 
lims in the Maghreb. Joélle Bahloul, for example, describes the similarities in 
what she calls the “Maghrebi Judeo-Muslim diet,” with a shared range of fruits 
and vegetables, grains, and spices.7* Mohamed Snoussi has even shown that 
in Tunisia at the turn of the century Jews and Muslims would buy meat from 
butchers of each other’s community, sometimes in direct opposition to the pro- 
tests of their religious leaders.”° Snoussi writes, “It is certain that the Muslim 
and Jewish women of the Hara [Jewish quarter], where the poor families of 
both communities knew no partitions and rubbed shoulders daily in that open 
space, exchanged not only recipes but also dishes and meals.””° 

U-vishalta Ve-akhalta contains dishes that are specifically Maghrebi in fla- 
vor, such as tagine, as well as foods shared across the Arab Levantine world, 
such as mulikhiya (jute mallow), ful (fava beans), okra (here called ganawiyya, 
rather than the Levantine and Turkish damiya), and, of course, several dif- 
ferent recipes for eggplant (dridjan or bitanzal). Bahloul’s “Maghrebi Judeo- 
Muslim diet” is well represented in this cookbook’s portrayal of ‘Tunisian 
Jewish cooking. 

The recipes in U-vishalta Ve-akhalta, however, also show another stream of 
long-standing influence—the interaction with European communities (both 
Jewish and non-Jewish), particularly those from France, Italy, and Spain. The 
Jews of Tunis had a close relationship with Italy and even included a group 
known as the Grana or “Leghorn Jews”: families of Livornese origin who had 
settled in Tunis, beginning in the seventeenth century.’ Several recipes in 
the cookbook use loanwords from European languages, such as s¢ifadu (Ital- 
ian stufato, Spanish estofado) and brada (Italian brodo) for stew or brak/a for 
cauliflower (Italian droccolo).’* Especially noticeable in this cookbook is the 
prevalence of tomatoes and potatoes, introduced to North Africa in the seven- 
teenth century after Spain brought these vegetables and their names—famatim 
(Spanish and French ¢omaze) and batata (Spanish and Italian patata)—from its 
colonies in the New World.”? 

Other aspects of the cookbook embed it in its Jewish context. All the recipes 
conform to the Jewish dietary laws, avoiding nonkosher meats and the mixture 
of meat and dairy. In fact, none of the recipes indicate the use of dairy products 
at all. This is to be contrasted with Véhel’s 1923 Tunisian cookbook, La veritable 
cuisine tunisienne, which includes recipes that combine meat with dairy and call 
for nonkosher meat: hare, camel, and pork. In fact, as Yassine Essid notes, at 
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no point does Véhel’s cookbook explicitly describe itself as presenting Jewish 
cuisine. Some French writers therefore criticized it for misrepresenting itself.*° 

Several dishes in U-vishalta Ve-akhalta are to this day specifically associ- 
ated with the Tunisian Jewish community, such as anataj (banatages, a frit- 
tata of meat and potato, sliced into diamonds), minina (a terrine of chicken 
and hard-boiled eggs), and Agayla (slow-stewed greens with fried chickpeas, 
today usually made with spinach). Interestingly, U-vishalta Ve-akhalta does 
not explicitly include one of the most famous of all Tunisian Jewish foods, 
the Shabbat stew known as ¢fina (called dafina, skhina, and hamin elsewhere 
in North Africa), although it does include slow-cooked dishes like dgay/a that 
were traditionally served on Shabbat and holidays.** Perhaps ¢fina was so well 
known that it hardly needed to be mentioned. Similarly, while the title indi- 
cates that the foods are suitable “for holidays and other days,” no recipes are 
singled out for any particular holiday, such as Passover, with its special dietary 
stipulations, and the High Holidays, which also carry a number of food-related 
traditions. Nonetheless, it is clear that the diet described by this cookbook is 
deeply rooted in the Jewish community; as noted, its use of the Judeo-Arabic 
language is an indication that its intended audience was Jewish. 

This brings us back to where we began: shakshaka. As shown by Anthony 
Buccini, shakshika is one member of a widespread family of “western Mediter- 
ranean vegetable stews” developed after the introduction of tomatoes and pep- 
pers in the early modern period; it is related to the Turkish menemen and more 
distantly to the Provencal ratatouille.** While Gil Marks suggests that it was 
introduced to the Maghreb from the Ottoman Empire, it is more likely that 
the Maghrebi shakshika and the Turkish menemen share a common ancestor, 
along with similar dishes like the Basque piperade, Spanish pisto con huevos, and 
Italian wova in purgatorio (Neapolitan ova mpriatorio).°° The word shakshika 
itself derives from an onomatopoeic verb in the Maghrebi dialects of Arabic 
related to mixing or chopping.** 

Two recipes for shakshika are presented in U-vishalta Ve-akhalta, one for 
winter and one for summer. The one with summer vegetables is more recog- 
nizable as the shakshika of today, including tomatoes and peppers, cooked with 
a base of fried onions, and topped with poached eggs: “Winter Shakshika: this 
is [made] with green fava beans, carrots, potatoes, and cauliflower. Summer 
Shakshuka: this is [made] with peppers, tomatoes, onions, margaz [merguez 
sausage], and cracked eggs.”*° 

A comparison with the recipe for shakshika in Jacques Véhel’s 1923 cook- 
book readily demonstrates the different intended readerships. While U-vishalta 
Ve-akhalta assumes that the reader is already familiar with shakshika and its 
method of preparation and thus only indicates which ingredients are preferred 
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in its seasonal variations, Véhel first introduces his readers to shakshika itself 
and gives detailed instructions on how to prepare it. While he also offers two 
versions, he does not associate them with seasonal preparations, calling them 
simply “varieties”: 


The word chakchouka corresponds to what is called in French “salade russe,” 
but there is not much similarity. There are two different types of chakchouka, 
and they are prepared as follows: 

Variety I: finely chop onions and brown them in frying oil, stirring them 
occasionally. Pour two glasses of water over them. Coarsely chop peppers, to- 
matoes, and potatoes, place them in the pot, and break a few eggs over them. 
Add salt and pepper. Remove the pot from the fire as soon as it is found that 
the eggs are cooked to perfection. Optionally, add pieces of sausage. 

Variety II: the same preparation as before, but adding chopped cauliflower, 
slices of carrot, fava beans (fresh or dried), and one or two cloves of garlic. If 
you want to supplement this with small sausages, it is best to add them at the 
beginning with the oil. Optionally, add eggs.** 


While U-vishalta Ve-akhalta is the first published Maghrebi cookbook, this 
is actually not the first published recipe for shakshiika. Marcelin Beaussier’s 1871 
Arabic dictionary defined shagshziga as a term in Tunisian Arabic referring to 
“a dish composed of tomatoes, fresh peppers, and onions, with eggs on top.”*” 
Several recipes for this popular dish appeared in the French press in the 1890s; 
Le Gaulois, for example, describes shakshiika (chakchouka) as “very suitable for 
breakfast” and perfect “for housewives in search of exotic preparations.” It 
recommends adding “a slice of smoked ham to replace the strips of sun-dried 
lamb” of the original.** Interestingly, shakshaka first appeared in the French 
press as “Oeufs a la tunisienne” (‘Tunisian-style eggs) but over the course of a 
few years was described as generically North African, then Egyptian, Arabian, 
and Turkish.*’ This may testify to the movement of shakshika into the Levant 
but more likely represents a homogenizing Orientalism in the French colonial 
empire that did not bother to differentiate local cultures or contexts. Long be- 
fore shakshika was a “global food trend” or sold at Trader Joe’s, this dish was 
already being touted in colonial France as “the dish of the season ... that can 
be appreciated by even the most delicate European palates.” 

The initial recipe introducing the dish to “European palates” makes no 
mention of its connections with Jewish foodways, although the dish is in- 
cluded in two French Jewish cookbooks of the 1920s, which presented Jewish 
recipes from both Western and Eastern Europe as well as from the French 
colonies in North Africa. A tomato-and-pepper shakshiika appears in Edouard 


Shakshtka for All Seasons 177 


de Pomiane’s Kasher: Cuisine juive, ghettos modernes under the title “la chep- 
chouka d’Alger,” described as a Shabbat dish “much better than ‘tchoulend’” 
(the Ashkenazi bean stew known as ¢sho/nt or cholent). It is also mentioned as 
“chekchouka” in Suzanne Roukhomovsky’s Gastronomie juive, which includes 
a long section of Tunisian Jewish recipes.*t The appearance of shakshika in 
U-vishalta Ve-akhalta and in these French cookbooks affirms Tunisian Jews’ 
particular affection for it. 

It is therefore no surprise that Tunisian Jews brought shakshika with them 
when they immigrated to Israel in the 1950s (following the establishment of 
the state of Israel in 1948, and especially after Tunisian independence in 1956) 
along with many other Maghrebi Jews.*” While many new immigrants from 
the Islamic world faced discrimination, racism, and anti-Arab sentiment in 
Israel, certain aspects of their culture, including food, were valorized as con- 
tributing to the harmonious mosaic of new Israeli ethnicity and validating the 
emerging sense of locally rooted Levantine identity. It appears that shakshuka 
was among the foods adopted by the general Israeli public in the late 1950s; 
unlike hummus or falafel, however, it had not been previously associated with 
Palestinian or Levantine cuisine. 

The earliest mention of shakshaka in an Israeli context is in Lilian Corn- 
feld’s 1962 cookbook Israeli Cookery, which presented Jewish foods from 
Yemen, Iraq, North Africa, and the Balkans, alongside the foods of Eastern, 
Western, and Central Europe, all as part of the “harmonious, healthy balance 
of nutritional, climatic, and economic needs” of the new Israeli menu. Corn- 
feld (1901-1995), a Montreal-born Israeli nutritionist known as the “mother of 
modern Israeli cuisine,” was a leading advocate for incorporating Arab dishes 
into the Israeli Jewish diet as part of creating a new national cuisine: “with the 
blending of food habits in Israel, the national preferences seem to be mostly 
for oriental foods. .. . This is sound ecology: foods which have been eaten here 
for centuries and on which countless generations have survived and thrived, 
are low in cost, highly nutritive and well balanced foods.”“* Cornfeld’s recipe 
for “Schiksuka (Vegetables with Eggs)” appeared in the section on dishes from 
“Tunis and Tripolitania.” Cornfeld notes that Maghrebi Jewish cuisine uses 
vegetables “profusely and in many delightful and interesting ways.” Shak- 
shiika, in its tomato-pepper-eggs form (the summer shakshiuka of U-vishalta 
Ve-akhalta), quickly became a popular food in Israel, as a quick, flexible, healthy, 
and easy-to-prepare meal. The prevalence of tomatoes and peppers in Israeli 
agriculture solidified that particular version of shakshika as the preeminent one 
(some Israeli shakshika makers even replaced the fresh vegetables with tomato 
puree), and other seasonal varieties were forgotten.” 

In recent decades, shakshika has been reexported as an Israeli food and/or 
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a specifically Maghrebi Jewish food to Europe and North America and has 
also been adopted by Palestinians and other Arab communities in the Levant. 
It is now frequently described as a generically Levantine or Middle Eastern 
dish, often to avoid the politicized implications of “Israeli” food. A green to- 
mato shakshika appears in Rawia Bishara’s Palestinian cookbook Levant, for 
example, while a red shakshika is featured on the cover of Yotam Ottolenghi 
and Sami Tamimi’s celebrated cookbook Jerusalem, and two versions of shak- 
shitka, described as “the signature breakfast of the Middle East,” appear in Sami 
Tamimi’s Palestinian cookbook, Falastin.*4” When Melissa Clark featured a 
recipe for shakshiika in the New York Times cooking website in 2013, describ- 
ing it as Israeli, the Times Facebook and YouTube pages received hundreds of 
comments calling for corrections and protesting that it was Tunisian, Egyp- 
tian, Palestinian, Libyan, or Arabian—but certainly not Israeli.“* Numerous 
recipe blogs and cooking websites continue to speculate about the true origins 
of shakshika, their guesses ranging from Morocco to Yemen. 

As Buccini notes, shakshika is a perfect symbol, through both its mobility 
and its harmonization of diverse ingredients, of the “jumble and ultimate har- 
monization of the culinary efforts of humble people of distinct ethnic back- 
grounds” across the Mediterranean.” In fact, according to one linguist, the 
to speak shakshika,” is used by young North Af- 
ricans today to refer to the “code-switching” common in their casual speech, 
alternating between Maghrebi Arabic and French.*° Through shakshika, and 
many of the other recipes in U-vishalta Ve-akhalta, we can see conversations 


a3 


phrase “parler chakchouka, 


happening through food, connecting Tunisian Jews with Western Europe, 
the Ottoman Empire, and the Levant. In their introduction to Global Jew- 
ish Foodways: A History, Simone Cinotto and Hasia Diner argue that Jewish 
foodways demonstrate “the centrality of food in the everyday life and identity 
of mobile people, [and] the vital importance of mobile people in promoting 
food exchange.”*! In Tunisia, Israel, France, and every other area of the Jew- 
ish diaspora, food connected communities through trade and exchange, pre- 
served histories of migration, and reflected changing social and cultural norms. 
While there is still much to discover about this cookbook, its few pages open 
a precious window onto Tunisian Jewish foodways at the turn of the twentieth 
century. 
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CHAPTER 10 


Unmaking Levantine Cuisine: The Levant, 
the Mediterranean, and the World 


HARRY ELI KASHDAN 


Arianne and Scott Bennett opened the Amsterdam Falafelshop in the Adams 
Morgan neighborhood of Washington, DC, in 2004, offering typically Le- 
vantine falafel sandwiches: fried chickpea patties with an array of self-serve 
vegetable toppings and sauces, folded in hot pita. A common street food in the 
Levant, falafel has been propagated by Levantine migrants around the world. 
Amsterdam Falafelshop’s corporate website explains the restaurant’s genesis: 
“Inspired by the falafel shops throughout Amsterdam, [the Bennetts] have 
brought the exciting flavors of Europe and the Middle East first to Wash- 
ington DC, then the Greater Boston Area and Dallas, Texas. Believing that 
food can be both quick and delicious, the Bennetts have set out to perfect the 
Falafel Experience.” 

Any one of these phrases might well serve as the starting point for an 
analysis of the circulation of Levantine food culture, but my primary inter- 
est in this chapter lies in the two introductory clauses. The Bennetts were 
inspired by the falafel shops of Amsterdam, not the Levant, and the flavors 
that they claim to offer are therefore rooted not only in the Middle East but 
in Europe as well. An article published in the Washington Post soon after the 
Falafelshop’s opening informs readers that the space is decorated with an “Am- 
sterdam motif,” including some signs in Dutch. No mention is made of Middle 
Eastern decor, though we do learn that the chef is a Palestinian Jerusalemite, 
whose falafel recipe was learned at his father’s side.” I do not intend to quibble 
over the authenticity of such manifestations of Levantine food as the Bennetts’ 
Palestinian-Dutch-American falafel in the following pages. Instead, my aim 
here is to examine the discourses by which local Levantine cuisine is globalized 
and the processes that render culinary ideas like “Dutch falafel” legible. 

Drawing on research trips to Levantine restaurants across southern Europe 
and the United States, a collection of products found in American grocery 
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store aisles, and a number of popular Anglophone cookbooks, I argue that the 
culinary culture of the Levant is subsumed first within the broad and flatten- 
ing discourse of the Mediterranean and then within a denatured global food 
culture that lacks reference to the histories and contexts of particular recipes. 
Consequently, the geographical terminology by which we might attempt to 
locate a specific dish becomes semantically muddled. In other words, the Le- 
vant embodied in the falafel made in Washington, DC, by a Palestinian work- 
ing in a restaurant opened by two Americans who were inspired by vacations 
in Amsterdam is—by virtue of this falafel’s mixed origins—something quite 
different from the Levant whose borders we might sketch on a map. It is not 
more or less real but definitely distanced from a specific physical place. This 
mobile culinary Levant, in its dispersal through the Mediterranean and global 
frames, is a signified without a signifier, a definite geographic and cultural 
space that is never labeled or clearly described.* In other words, we often eat 
“Levantine food” without it being described as such. The term is largely absent 
from restaurant names and menus and from the titles of regional cookbooks. 
Similarly, the falafel at Amsterdam Falafelshop inescapably evokes the Levant 
without ever speaking its name. What is falafel? Levantine food, unquestion- 
ably. By virtue of the erasure of the label “Levantine” from descriptions of 
falafel and similar foods, however, it becomes possible for these dishes to be 
inscribed within alternative epistemologies that privilege far broader “Mediter- 
ranean’ and even global frames in lieu of a specifically Levantine identification. 

The idea of “Amsterdam falafel,” despite its hybridity, is relatively straight- 
forward. We can easily trace the migration patterns from the Levant and the 
tourist routes from America that led to the Amsterdam Falafelshop’s opening 
in Washington, DC, in order to understand whence and how this manifesta- 
tion of falafel emerged. A more complicated example, taken from the menu 
of a fast-food stall I visited in Milan, elucidates the difficulty of characteriz- 
ing culinary objects whose roots are further obfuscated. At this Milanese food 
stand, customers have the choice of falafel, a meat-filled calzone kebab or 
panino kebab, a sweet calzone Nutella, samosas, riso basmati (a fried rice dish, 
judging from the picture next to the menu item), pizza margherita, alette di 
pollo (chicken wings), calamari, and patatine fritte (french fries). This assem- 
blage, almost absurd in its variety, tends to denature each one of its elements. 
The juxtaposition of falafel and kebab is readily understood, and the pairing of 
both with pizza makes sense in the Italian context, but the accretion of other 
elements alongside these dishes makes the menu as a whole difficult to explain. 
Judging by the food alone, we cannot begin to guess who owns this establish- 
ment or who does the cooking. Restaurants like this one rarely have websites 
with corporate biographies that we can parse for histories and identifications. 
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We might proceed via ethnographic interviews with the cooks and proprietors, 
but such a methodology would distract from, if not entirely overwhelm, the 
stories inherent in the foods themselves. Failing such an exercise, this group of 
foods resists geographic analysis.’To understand the menu, we must turn away 
from questions of its production and instead imagine the conditions under 
which such an array of offerings might be consumed. 

The dishes that appear on this menu in Milan are convenience foods, snacks 
that satisfy a craving for salt and fat but do not quite meet the requirements of 
a full meal. Many of the options are deep-fried, suggesting that the foods of 
convenience also present opportunities for self-indulgent or even hedonistic 
eating. Not incidentally, this menu might also be described as being made up 
of dishes that appeal to the unsteady hungry, making their way home after a 
night of drinking and clubbing. The falafel on this menu is less readily under- 
stood as Levantine food than as “drunk food” or as a snack without any par- 
ticular cultural baggage. The history and geographical origins of the recipe are 
irrelevant to this Milanese manifestation of it, where the context of samosas, 
pizza, french fries, and Nutella works to equally de-locate each dish. In fact, to 
return to the example of the Amsterdam Falafelshop, the 2005 Washington Post 
article about the restaurant’s opening is written entirely from the perspective 
of whether and how the Falafelshop has impacted business at the many late- 
night pizzerias in the Adams Morgan neighborhood, where a “big slice” is the 
traditional meal of the drunken hungry.‘ The article posits that falafel has been 
incorporated into a local culinary landscape and culture and is best understood 
not under the rubric of “Amsterdam’—let alone “Palestine’—but within the 
context of late-night snacking. 

Complicating this suggestion that falafel be categorized as a fast-food op- 
tion like any other is the revelation that the falafel and pizza clienteles in 
Adams Morgan rarely overlap. One interviewee in the Washington Post article 
smugly observes: “Frankly, people who come for falafel are usually a different 
kind of drunk than the pizza drunks. There’s no fights here.”* This distinction 
undermines the idea that falafel and big-slice pizza have come to fill the same 
niche; they may be foods eaten under similar circumstances, but they are not, 
in this context, eaten by the same people. I posit several reasons for this split, 
drawing first on Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction, which would suggest that the 
choice between pizza and falafel in this instance is a function of habitus. The 
“different kind” of drunks who choose falafel certainly seem to imagine them- 
selves superior to the ones who choose pizza, primarily on the axis of class. 
Falafel is a less familiar food to American consumers than pizza (even more 
so in 2005 than now), so we might imagine that consumers who pick falafel 
over pizza already have some degree of familiarity with Levantine cuisine, 
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from personal heritage, from travel experience, or because their habitus as- 
cribes cosmopolitan value to any food of the other. Some of the clientele may 
also be drawn by the impression that a falafel sandwich with its various vege- 
table ingredients is a healthier choice than a slice of pizza, even though falafel 
itself is fried. Falafel and pizza, while satisfying the same late-night craving, 
remain distinguished by the apparently divergent self-understandings of their 
customers.” 

According to Bourdiew’s concept of distinction, a significant portion of 
falafel eaters at the Amsterdam Falafelshop might seek out falafel because its 
foreign cachet reinforces their own self-conceptions of belonging to a par- 
ticular class and culture. It remains unclear, though, whether these values are 
derived from the dish’s Levantine origins or from the Dutch identification 
suggested by the Falafelshop in both its name and decor.® What has occurred 
is a kind of doubling of falafel’s totemicity, in the sense suggested by Roland 
Barthes in Mythologies. Barthes argues that food can carry the soul of the na- 
tion: steak frites are the physical embodiment of France and Frenchness; milk 
is both Dutch and an avatar of Holland; tea signifies the very core of what 
it means to be English.’ Falafel could easily be said to serve a similar role in 
Palestine (and more recently in Israel), where its status as the national snack 
endows it with a piece of the nation’s soul. But in the Bennetts’ presentation, 
falafel carries the soul not of Palestine but of Amsterdam: in its evocation of 
the memories of their travels there it serves them most saliently as a totem food 
of that city. Its Dutch valence is reinforced by the restaurant’s physical envi- 
ronment, which offers diners a cosmopolitan vision of Amsterdam without any 
references to the Levant beyond those encoded, for knowledgeable consumers, 
in the food itself. 

This doubled totemicity makes clear the stakes of the circulation of Levan- 
tine cuisine outside the Levant: the Levant itself can seem to disappear within 
foreign affiliative structures, and its cuisine is consequently remade under other 
categories of identification. Food is always imbricated with complex histories, 
meanings, and narratives. When food travels, further layers of complexity are 
added to these stories, whether through the branching narrative trajectory 
suggested by Dutch falafel made by a Palestinian in America or through the 
complete fragmentation of meaning on a globalized Milanese fast-food menu. 
To call the falafel offered by either of these establishments “Levantine” elides 
a rich array of additional and alternative narratives through which we might 
understand their production and consumption. These dishes demand a new 
method, what we might call culinary close reading. Such a method entails 
treating any recipe, and any specific manifestation of a recipe, as a story unto 


itself. “Amsterdam falafel” in Washington, DC, tells two stories. The first is of 
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an encounter between Western tourists and Eastern migrants and the attempt 
to memorialize that encounter by serving it, as food, to others. The second is 
how consumer choices evidence distinction. The Milanese fast-food menu, in 
contrast, narrates a different kind of culinary globalization. This leads to gas- 
tronomic juxtapositions that are readily legible from a consumer’s perspective 
but—beyond the market’s imperative to satisfy a wide range of consumer pref- 
erences—incoherent from the production side."® 

These two examples outline the borders of my inquiry: the displacement 
of Levantine food in the Mediterranean and its resulting global displacement. 
These dynamics of displacement come into focus if we step away from the 
particular cases of these two restaurants to examine some of the broader pat- 
terns by which Levantine food is characterized in non-Levantine Mediter- 
ranean spaces. The wild variety of the Milanese fast-food menu is an unusu- 
ally extreme variation of a much more common phenomenon: the pairing of 
déner kebab (a Turkish meat dish prepared on a vertical rotisserie spit) and 
pizza. Countless shops across southern Europe are marketing these two items 
together. These establishments almost always serve french fries in addition 
to their flagship products and occasionally provide a selection of sandwiches. 
The core offerings of doner and pizza, though, remain the same. On the con- 
sumption side, these shops seem to cater to the same clienteles as in my ear- 
lier examples: those looking for a convenient snack to satisfy cravings induced 
by alcohol or sudden hunger. On the production side, however, the pairing of 
déner kebab and pizza is peculiar in its repetition. As the Milanese menu sug- 
gests, hundreds of foods might satisfy these cravings. Why specifically these 
two, déner kebab and pizza, over and over again? To put it more trenchantly, 
what does the repetition of this pairing suggest about the culinary links be- 
tween the Levant and the Mediterranean? 

The word “pizza,” on one hand, has come to operate as a capacious linguis- 
tic descriptor. A New Mexican restaurant in my Virginia hometown offers 
a crunchy “Mexican pizza’; the English-language menu of a Turkish restau- 
rant that I visited in Istanbul explains that a pide is a “Turkish Pizza.” It seems 
that any flatbread with toppings can be, and frequently is, designated a “pizza.” 
The range of the term is enormous. In his Mediterranean Diary, an account of 
ten years of travel around the Mediterranean Sea, the Italian journalist Raffaele 
Nigro observes that this semantic expansion tends to dilute what he under- 
stands to be the essential, original, or authentic character of Italian pizza. Sitting 
in a public square in Rabat, he remarks, “Two steps from us there is an Italian 
restaurant that offers, by now, of Italian food, only pizza, the most international 
food in the world, more diffused than Coca-Cola and McDonald’s.”™ The im- 
plication is that “international” or globalized pizza is not, and cannot be, the 
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same thing as Italian pizza. In Barthesian terms, pizza’s spread decreases its to- 
temic power. Distress over this weakening of Italian claims to pizza as a part of 
the nation’s patrimony motivated the country’s successful petition to have “The 
Art of Neapolitan Pizzaiuolo” (pizza-making) inscribed on the Representative 
List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Italian pizza, 
epitomized in its Neapolitan form, in an almost legalistic sense cannot travel. 
The globalized pizza that Nigro scorns in Morocco is, under this scheme, not 
really pizza at all—at least not any more than Turkish pide is. Instead, it is a 
kind of denatured global dish, divorced from the places and spaces that lend 
it meaning. As a consequence, it becomes possible to replace a static or ideal- 
ized concept of “pizza” by a range of translations making use of the same signi- 
fier. Musakhan is Palestinian pizza; /ahmajun is Armenian pizza; pissaladiére is 
Provencal pizza; and “pizza,” in a bizarre linguistic twist, becomes “Neapolitan 
pizza,” the adjective having become a necessary means of distinguishing the 
linguistic “original” from a horde of what are not imitators but independently 
developed variations of the obvious culinary theme of adding toppings to flat- 
bread. The Platonic ideal of a pizza, in many minds, may be the pizza margher- 
ita, but the necessity of pointing to such an ideal highlights the enormous vari- 
ety of foods and food cultures that now make use of the term “pizza” as a matter 
of convenience, especially in translation. 

The relationship of the term “déner kebab” with the dish described by that 
label is the reverse. The dish itself seems to manifest quite stably: a vertical 
rotisserie of self-basting meat, shaved to order and usually served with vege- 
table accompaniments in a type of wrap or folded sandwich. The descriptor, 
however, varies fluidly, from déner to gyro to shawarma, depending on both 
the location of the restaurant and the national origin, ethnicity, and linguistic 
background of its owners. The material of the dish changes more significantly 
in its guise as the Mexican a/ pastor, a taco made with pork prepared on the 
same roasting apparatus, which was imported to Mexico by Levantine immi- 
grants. The diverging expressions of the dish raise two questions. First, should 
we conceive of a/ pastor as a type of Mexican shawarma, or do the changes in 
meat and spicing so significantly alter the dish that we must consider it sepa- 
rately from its progenitor? In other words, is a/ pastor Levantine food? From 
the perspective of culinary history, the answer is clearly yes. While efforts to 
pin down the origins of a dish are always fraught both historically and po- 
litically, in this case it seems fairly clear that a/ pastor directly descends from 
the signature Levantine culinary innovation of the vertical spit and is thus 
inscribed in the genealogy of Levantine cuisine, in spite of the radical—in 
the Islamic Levantine context—switch from beef and lamb to pork.’? From a 
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consumer’s perspective, though, the answer might differ. A diner looking for a 
halal snack, for example, might recognize the similarity of déner and shawarma 
but find a/ pastor completely alien despite the shared history of the dishes. Iso- 
lating a/ pastor because of its use of pork effectively erases the Levant from the 
dish and obscures a history of migration that has led to ongoing innovations 
within a globalized Levantine cuisine. 

Leaving the extreme case of a/ pastor aside for the moment, the second 
question raised by these dishes is subtler: are déner, gyro, and shawarma the 
same thing? And which is the more salient factor: the extremely similar ma- 
teriality and overlapping histories of these dishes or their divergent nomen- 
clature? When labeling and classifying a recipe, which matters more? The 
importance of these questions becomes clear if we consider the better-known 
case of the beverage known variously as Turkish, Greek, or Arab coffee, which 
is the subject of furious debates over ownership throughout the Levant. Na- 
tional and ethnic pride are at stake in these contests. A contemporary example 
of the same kind of disagreement comes from Yotam Ottolenghi and Sami 
Tamimi’s Jerusalem cookbook. Jerusalem often makes the case that food is not 
only an indicator of a shared culture but even a potential starting point for 
peace and understanding between Palestinians and Israeli Jews. Describing one 
characteristic dish, they write, “Everybody, absolutely everybody, uses chopped 
cucumber and tomatoes to create an Arab salad or an Israeli salad, depending 
on point of view.’ The point that Ottolenghi and Tamimi are trying to make 
is one of commonality, rooted in Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin’s oft-quoted 
dictum about diet determining identity. All Jerusalemites eat the same things, 
so, in some way, they are all the same. I maintain, however, that “depending on 
point of view” is a terrifically reductive gloss on a question of ownership that 
is, to many people, a matter not just of nomenclature or even pride but of na- 
tional sovereignty. Are an Arab salad and an Israeli salad the same thing? Are 
Turkish, Greek, and Arab coffee the same thing? Are déner kebab, gyro, and 
shawarma the same thing? How much does the name of a thing matter? If we 
are served meat shaved from a vertical spit, we should be attentive to the fact 
that we know what it is in a material sense but may not necessarily be sure 
what to call it. Accordingly, significant parts of its history remain opaque. The 
narratives of these dishes are elusive. 

The cases of pizza and déner arrive at complementary semiotic disunity. We 
might call a wide array of things pizza, and we might call shaved meat from a 
vertical spit by several different names. “Pizza” and “doner” are fractured signs. 
This fracture is perhaps an inevitable function of the dishes’ spread. A visitor 
who approaches the restaurant Las Torres de Quart: Déner Kebab-Pizzas- 
Sandwich in Valencia, or Resto-Rapid L'Oasis: Pizzas-Kebab-Sandwiches in 
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Nice, or the simply named Pizza e Kebab food stall in Venice, or the Ali Baba 
Kebab House in Lisbon, where signage advertises both déner and pizza, is im- 
mediately entangled in a semiotic mystery. Is the food the same at all of these 
places? Are the owners and cooks from the same places? We might answer the 
first question via the expensive but not impossible method of research trips to 
conduct repeated blind taste tests. And the second question can be resolved 
with ethnographic inquiry. But the way that most consumers usually encoun- 
ter this juxtaposition involves neither taste tests nor interviews, but instead the 
mere happenstance of proximity and the kind of casual decision-making driven 
by cravings. 

An attentive visitor might notice a Turkish flag on the corner of the counter 
in one of these establishments or a poster of Damascus on the wall in another. 
Perhaps a Lebanese cedar decorates the door, or the name itself provides a clue, 
as in the very first of these restaurants I encountered: Estambul: Doner Kebap- 
Pizzeria in Valencia.'* There are too many of these establishments, spread over 
far too large an area, to be able to confirm precisely what percentage of them 
are operated by persons of any particular national origin. Evidence from my 
own experiences at dozens of similar restaurants suggests that in most cases 
these are Levantine restaurants serving pizza as an item added to a menu of 
Levantine street food. What strikes me most, however, is the general absence 
of culinary storytelling in these establishments. Their menus do not include 
histories of the owners or dishes and the decor is largely anonymous. Occa- 
sional small visual indications aside, these eateries are a naturalized part of 
Mediterranean Europe’s urban culinary landscape, as opposed to restaurants 
categorized as foreign or “ethnic.” The addition of pizza seems to authorize 
and explain their profusion, and the customer easily understands déner’s culi- 
nary niche in light of the more familiar role that pizza plays in the context of 
southern European (and international) street food. The pairing is obvious and 
inevitable. The globalization of one food authorizes the globalization of the 
other, first within the Mediterranean context and subsequently in the world. 
“Pizza Kebab” restaurants now are found in Cliffside Park, New Jersey, and 
East Elmhurst, Queens, New York. 

This type of fast food provides instructive examples from the frontlines of 
culinary globalization and a brilliant site for understanding how certain kinds 
of dishes travel. But Levantine food has also capitalized on the gourmet cachet 
often attributed to the foreign and “exotic,” as demonstrated in the case of the 
recent astounding commercial success of hummus. Hummus, at first, seems 
mainly subject to dynamics that overlap with those influencing the diffusion of 
pizza and doner. Like pizza, hummus travels via a process of linguistic spread 
that leads to semantic bleaching. In its Levantine context, hummus, like déner 
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kebab in the Levant and pizza in Italy, is often a convenience food, served 
from a profusion of hole-in-the-wall eateries, each with its ardent devotees. 
Unlike déner, however, the origins of hummus are impossible to determine 
with any certainty. Instead, like pizza, it is the subject of irresolvable debates 
over the precise time and location of its invention.” These debates aside, it 
can be said with a high degree of certainty that the dish has Levantine roots 
and is certainly characteristic of the region today. Unlike both pizza and déner, 
however, global manifestations of hummus have rapidly multiplied outside the 
context of fast food, along several contradictory axes.’ Hummus provides us 
with a clear case of the transformations that a single dish undergoes in moving 
through Levantine, Mediterranean, and global frames. 

“Hummus” has evolved from a specific Mediterranean product into a catch- 
all label for a wide variety of dips and spreads that bear little relationship to the 
original dish. The Arabic word Aummus means simply chickpeas and refers to 
both the beans and the dip made from them. The circumstances under which 
the dish spread beyond the Arab Levant are murky, presenting a chicken-or- 
egg conundrum of transmission. Hummus frequently appears on the menus 
of Greek restaurants in the United States, alongside more recognizably Greek 
dips such as tzatziki and taramosalata. But did hummus first arrive on the 
Greek table on these menus as part of the flattening of Levantine cuisine 
into an indistinguishable, generic Mediterranean foodway, or did it travel first 
through Greece as a naturalized part of Greek national cuisine and make its 
way from there onto Greek menus in the United States? 

To understand the relevance of this question to the present discussion, it 
is useful to pause for a moment over the idea of “Mediterranean cuisine.” For 
perhaps obvious reasons of politics and prejudice, many Levantine restaurants 
in the United States label themselves as “Mediterranean” rather than Arab, 
Lebanese, Palestinian, and so forth. In discussions with restaurant owners 
in Ann Arbor, Michigan, however, this labeling was repeatedly explained to 
me as a function not of geopolitics but of a desire to capitalize on the healthy 
associations of Mediterranean food. A colleague of mine who owns one of 
these “Mediterranean” restaurants put it more bluntly, explaining that the word 
“Arab” is offputting, whereas the term “Mediterranean” draws in a wide clien- 
tele by virtue of its political blandness and its cultural capital. The name of this 
colleague’s restaurant, like so many others I have visited, includes the word 
“Mediterranean.” Its website explains that the restaurant serves “Levantine 
cuisine” but also prominently features a description of the food as “healthy 
Mediterranean.” The owners have Syrian heritage; hummus is, naturally, the 
first item on the menu. They also serve chicken shawarma, but their grilled 
beef dish is labeled a “gyro,” borrowing from the Greek, for unclear reasons. 
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Neither the chicken nor the beef is prepared on a vertical rotisserie. From the 
perspective of a consumer, this distinction between gyro and shawarma is elu- 
sive, the labeling haphazard and illogical. Except for the Greek gyro and an 
Egyptian fu/ (fava beans) dish, the menu is entirely Levantine in origin. Many 
other “Mediterranean” restaurants focus on the same set of dishes, occasion- 
ally augmented by tzatziki (itself often a generic label for any garlic and yo- 
gurt dip), Yemeni stir-fry, or pizza. In these cases, the label “Mediterranean” is 
clearly replacing the label “Levantine” or “Arab” and simultaneously authoriz- 
ing some minor examples of fusion cuisine on menus that are less interested 
in fetishizing “authenticity” than in attracting as many customers as possible. 
Furthermore, the process seems to go both ways: a Mediterranean restaurant 
can, in culinary fact, be a Levantine Arab restaurant with a few Mediterranean 
additions, but a Greek restaurant can also serve hummus and falafel. None of 
this is necessarily strange until customers like my students, whom I regularly 
poll on this question, begin assuming that hummus is a dish of Greek origin. 
At this point the Levant has been subsumed within a generalizing Mediter- 
ranean frame. Commercial decisions to blur certain culinary borders have a 
direct impact on how people conceive of those foods. In the process, Levantine 
food disappears. 

“Greek hummus” does not seem to be used as a convenient translation for 
a dish with different origins, like “Turkish pizza,” but instead simply refers 
to hummus served at a Greek restaurant. “Italian hummus”—a dish that I 
have seen on several menus—might be a standard hummus served at an Ital- 
ian restaurant (perhaps with Italian herbs as a garnish, though the question 
of what separates Italian herbs from Greek or Levantine herbs presents yet 
another puzzle). But it might also be a convenient translation for an Italian 
white bean dip, which, not being made with chickpeas, is not hummus at all in 
the linguistic sense. This has generated the dramatic profusion of hummuses 
that we now encounter both on restaurant menus and in grocery stores. I am 
not speaking of chickpea dips with unusual additions or garnishes, which are 
products of culinary fusion and the demand for novelty (spinach and artichoke 
hummus, for example). A new labeling practice has led to a bewildering array 
of products, including green “soybean hummus” and yellow “lentil hummus,” 
in my grocery store’s refrigerated section. “Black bean hummus” is found on 
increasing numbers of Mexican restaurant menus, indistinguishable in taste 
and presentation from any other black bean dip, sitting alongside salsa and 
guacamole.’” By virtue of these processes, what was a typically Levantine food 
becomes a category label: first, for dishes with no connection to the Levant 
except via the seaways of the Mediterranean, and, second, for any kind of bean 
spread at all. As with pizza, hummus becomes a way of making an entire cate- 
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gory of dishes legible to Western consumers. This is strange in that “bean dip” 
is hardly difficult to parse as a culinary label. But hummus is more viscerally 
associated with an idea of the gourmet foreign. “Bean dip,” however delicious, 
may not sound as appetizing. 

Levantine dishes and Levantine culinary terminology therefore both travel, 
but in ways that are often discrete from one another. As the space between 
these two dimensions of Levantine food broadens, an increasing array of gas- 
tronomic improvisations fills the gap. Consequentially, Levantine food itself 
loses its distinctiveness. First, it becomes part of a broad Mediterranean assem- 
blage, either via repeated pairings like doner with pizza or on menus that blur 
the distinctions between the origins of dishes like tapenade, tzatziki, and hum- 
mus. Acts of translation then diffuse the Levant even further, into products 
like soybean and black bean “hummus” that borrow Levantine nomenclature to 
make a global food culture legible to consumers. These processes are not at all 
unique to Levantine cuisine. Similar distortions have afflicted sushi, egg rolls, 
and tacos, to name just a few (including, on one memorable menu, the bold in- 
vention of “ahi tuna sushi tacos”). The curious feature of the Levant’s culinary 
heritage, though, is how actively Levantine food seems to seek its own dena- 
turing. As “hummus” replaces “bean dip,” “Mediterranean” exerts an irresistible 
influence over the cuisines of the sea’s eastern half.’ The consequences of this 
influence are readily apparent in web searches for material on these cuisines. 
A search for “Middle Eastern food” on Google returns a political map of the 
Middle East, while the results page for “Mediterranean food” is topped by a 
map showing the locations of nearby Mediterranean restaurants. The Middle 
East’s political importance overshadows the word “food” in the search. Med- 
iterranean food is so recognizable as to be located not in the Mediterranean 
zone but wherever that American searcher happens to be located. A search for 
“Levantine food” returns far fewer results than either “Middle Eastern food” 
or “Mediterranean food.” 

The disappearing signifier of the Levant and the corollary displacement of 
Levantine cuisine to the Mediterranean tends to erase the idea of a distinct 
Levantine culinary culture. “Levantine” itself is a term weighted with nega- 
tive baggage, a pejorative shorthand for a region—and its peoples—looked 
down upon as uncivilized, unclean, and untrustworthy by Western European 
travelers in the modern period. Western European colonial and imperial de- 
scriptions of the Levant’s inhabitants evoke a perilous hybridity and suspect 
morality, notwithstanding the efforts of writers like Jacqueline Kahanoff, an 
Israeli of Egyptian Jewish descent, to reclaim the term as a space of possibility. 
“Levantine” has unsavory connotations, while the contemporary replacement 
“Middle Eastern” (a term already less precise, embracing a far larger swath of 
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territory) carries political freight.'* A Mediterranean affiliative turn offers the 
opportunity of capitalizing on what Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell 
call “the romantic Mediterranean,” constituted by “more or less explicit allusion 
to a wide repertoire of images and commonplaces about life in the region— 
always positive, sometimes near-idolatrous.””” This is the Mediterranean of 
sun, sex, and sea. In a word, the Mediterranean sells. 

My contention throughout this chapter has been that the Levant dissolves 
in the Mediterranean, but this dynamic might be more precisely described as 
one of inverse synecdoche: the whole stands in for the part. More than the 
Levant disappearing within a flattening Mediterranean rubric, it seems that 
the Mediterranean itself has seen its culinary meaning shrink to its Levantine 
aspect. Levantine cuisine is not unmade so much as remade under a Medi- 
terranean label. Precision aside, we more or less know what we expect from 
a Mediterranean menu. Empirically, Mediterranean food is Levantine food, 
with some additions from elsewhere around the basin. What is altered here 
are the stories, not the foods themselves, which are remarkably resilient in the 
face of the discursive obfuscations described thus far. The falafel at a “Mediter- 
ranean’ restaurant does not need to suffer in flavor from the owners’ afhiliative 
decisions. Even in the extremely distanced case of the Amsterdam Falafelshop, 
I must acknowledge that the Dutch framing does not at all diminish the taste 
of its excellent falafel. Granted that the food itself remains delicious, it is dou- 
bly incumbent on scholars of the culinary to remain attentive to the contexts in 
which Levantine food is presented and the stories suggested by such framing. 

Three strands of discourse thus emerge from the displacement of Levantine 
food. Alongside the inverse synecdoche in which the Mediterranean stands in 
for the Levant are the globalized Levant embodied by Amsterdam falafel and 
soybean hummus and the silent Levant suggested by the pairing of déner and 
pizza in countless restaurants across Mediterranean Europe. These divergent 
manifestations of Levantine food have in common an expedient relationship 
with Levantine histories and geographies, which they are quick to dismiss in 
favor of frameworks of identity with greater commercial potential. This holds 
true whether the target consumer is motivated by health-consciousness, tipsy 
cravings, prejudice, or simple ignorance of the foreign. Such discourses cre- 
ate a predicament for the scholar, who can easily slip into the uncomfortable 
position of insisting that falafel is “really” Levantine even when it declines to 
frame itself as such, being actively presented as pan-Mediterranean, Dutch, 
something else entirely, or completely without geographical context. Our at- 
tention must be directed both to the histories of these dishes themselves and 
to the narrative frames in which we encounter them today. 

A cuisine gains geographical distinction through one of two methods. The 
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first involves its recognition and categorization by foreign travelers. The second 
occurs when the cuisine itself travels and, in doing so, takes up a geographical 
marker tied to its place of origin. Under the first rubric, Levantine cuisine was 
invented from the outside. The label itself is a somewhat outmoded and defi- 
nitely disparaging description of a region (and its people) that today’s travelers 
would more likely recognize as the Middle East. Under the second, Levantine 
cuisine never really existed at all: the term, with its obviously pejorative over- 
tones, was never taken up by most of the peoples to whom it referred. Indeed, 
an English-language search for keyword “cookbook” and title “Levant” or “Le- 
vantine” in Worldcat (an unscientific but highly suggestive corpus) produces 
a total of only 6 results, while substituting “Middle East” or “Middle Eastern” 
shows 196 volumes.”’ National cuisines are somewhat better represented: 346 
for Turkey/Turkish, 111 for Lebanon/Lebanese, and 81 for Syria/Syrian. But to 
speak of Levantine cuisine demands a regional not national framework. Indeed 
the framing of this volume pursues the utility of a Levantine turn as opposed 
to the national siloing of the study of the Eastern Mediterranean. Among 
cookbooks, however, Levantine cuisine, with its meager 6 volumes, is nearly 
an absent object.”" 

The unwritten corpus of Levantine cookbooks parallels the missing “Le- 
vantine” restaurants of the Levantine diaspora. Even more than the unlabeled 
culinary assemblages found in southern European fast-food restaurants, the 
preference for the term “Mediterranean” in restaurants demonstrates that 
avoidance of a Levantine marker is not merely a function of the substitution of 
“Middle East” for “Levant” in contemporary political geography. The region's 
foodways are widely dispersed but rarely spoken of as such. I do not intend to 
suggest that nomenclature is, in itself, dispositive and delimiting of the entire 
range of possible culinary identifications for Levantine dishes; nor do I think 
that these choices are entirely without consequences for our understanding of 
the region’s foodways. To call the dishes discussed here either Mediterranean 
or Middle Eastern suggests an effort to affiliate with a broader, less specific re- 
gional identity and may even reflect an active avoidance of the particularities of 
the Levantine zone. The effect of such avoidance is the unmaking of Levantine 
food culture and its remaking under other geographical—and necessarily cul- 
tural—categories. When such enterprises are successful, the Levant is remade 
under the guise of the Mediterranean or the Middle East. At other times, the 
Levant disappears, replaced by Amsterdam, or, as in the case of the déner-and- 
pizza shops dotting southern Europe, by a globalized anonymity that makes of 
this identificatory void a global nonplace in which foods exist without history. 
A new food culture emerges from this void: a global cuisine of convenience 
foods. In this cuisine, falafel sits comfortably alongside pizza. When I was an 
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undergraduate, I frequented a late-night campus eatery that offered a falafel 
sandwich in addition to a menu of pizzas, fries, and smoothies. But most cus- 
tomers’ favorite dish was a fusion item created from disparate pieces of the 
menu: a falafel pizza, which consisted of five falafel patties crushed on top of 
a cheese pizza. Neither the falafel nor the pizza was particularly good. But the 
combination definitely satisfied a craving. 
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CHAPTER 11 


Fine Dining to Street Food: Egypt's 
Restaurant Culture in Transition 


SUZANNE ZEIDY 


The mid- to late nineteenth century witnessed a surge in cultural exchange 
between the Levant and Egypt. Normally discussed in terms of intellectual and 
political history, these exchanges also had a profound influence on Egyptian 
food culture. People and publications circulated between Beirut and Cairo, 
promoting and participating in a new set of culinary practices and modern 
lifestyles.’ In Naguib Mahfouz’s classic depictions of interwar Cairo, Egyp- 
tian men dined on Levantine-style mezze during their nights out, in marked 
contrast with the local, traditional fare that their wives prepared at home.’ 
Egypt’s most popular mid-century cookbook author, Nazira Nicola, better 
known as Abla Nazira, infused her cookbooks with recipes gleaned from Cai- 
ro’s restaurants and bakeries—many of which featured Levantine dishes.* In 
other words, mezze have long had a place in Egypt’s food and restaurant cul- 
ture. But these small appetizers, which are designed to share, and the patterns 
of sociability that go with them took on new meaning in Egypt after the 2011 
revolution. 

As a restaurateur in Cairo for twenty years, I have witnessed the changes 
in Egypt firsthand. Using my restaurants as a window into Egyptian society 
from 1999 to 2019 illustrates how the Egyptian restaurant scene evolved from 
a predominantly Western-oriented style to a more locally inspired setting. Just 
as Egypt’s political and economic situation influenced local society and food 
culture in the 1970s and 1980s, recent events in Egypt have brought about a 
trend toward daladi (literally meaning “local”) food culture—a form of gastro- 
nationalism that for the first time is seeing Egyptian food culture truly re- 
flected in Cairo’s restaurants. 
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Egyptian Restaurants in the 1970s 


During the rule of Gamal Abdel Nasser in the 1960s, Egypt went through a 
period of Arab nationalism, an ideology that strove to stand up against West- 
ern exploitation. Nasser promoted industrialization and expanded social ser- 
vices in an attempt to improve the standard of living of the masses. When 
Anwar Sadat took power in 1970, he instituted an infitah (open-door policy), 
which aimed to open up the Egyptian economy by privatizing industries that 
were previously nationalized by Nasser, reducing subsidies, and welcoming for- 
eign investment and imports. These privatization schemes did open up busi- 
ness opportunities, but they also contributed to a “crony capitalism” culture, 
wherein a small circle of well-connected business owners was able to benefit 
massively. 

All this meant that the upper class prospered during the 1970s, while 
the poor suffered a deterioration of their standard of living, including soar- 
ing food prices. This dichotomy in society was vividly displayed in Egypt’s 
restaurant culture in the 1970s. Cairo’s street-food carts provided easy, cheap 
meals for laborers: kushari (a layered dish of rice, macaroni, lentils, fried on- 
ions, spicy tomato sauce, and chickpeas), fal mudammas (slowly simmered 
fava beans mashed and seasoned with olive oil, lemon, and parsley, usually 
eaten with ‘aysh baladi: subsidized whole-wheat pita loaves), and fa‘miya (the 
Egyptian version of falafel made from fava beans and mixed herbs). Street 
food was more about basic nourishment than about eating out. It was a cheap 
solution, whether eaten for breakfast or lunch, and was made up of local 
ingredients. 

Meanwhile, five-star hotels like the Nile Hilton were home to the lav- 
ish European-styled restaurants as well as nightclubs that appealed to the 
upper classes. Some simple local restaurants also existed with the addition 
of service and seating and offered salads and grilled meats in a casual setting. 
These provided a place where families could enjoy various mezze such as tahini 
(a dip made of sesame-seed paste seasoned with lemon, salt, and cumin), baba 
ghanoush (a tahini dip mixed with roasted eggplant), salata baladi (a finely 
diced salad of tomato, cucumber, and onions in a tart vinegar dressing), and 
flatbreads, followed by a main course of grilled lamb kebabs or 4ofta (minced 
meatballs). It was also in the 1970s that fine-dining restaurants first started to 
appear—but they were always Western in style. 

As the upper class continued to prosper in the economic boom of the 1980s 
and Egypt increasingly opened up to the world, more restaurants were estab- 
lished to meet the new demand for Western-style dining. They were mostly 
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located in hotels, partly because they were aimed at tourists but also because 
it was easier to obtain the necessary liquor and operational licenses under the 
umbrella of a five-star tourist entity. With time, fine-dining restaurants also 
started to spring up in the different neighborhoods of Cairo. In line with in- 
ternational trends at the time, French restaurants were the most prestigious 
and admired. 

Two close friends and I set up La Bodega in 1999 on the first floor of Baeh- 
ler’s Mansions, a residential building in upmarket Zamalek—a district home 
to embassies, expats, and well-to-do Egyptians. Over the years the restaurant 
became a home away from home for expats and locals alike. In creating La 
Bodega, we wanted to stay away from the fussiness of the French-style restau- 
rants popular in Egypt in the 1980s while providing a high level of food and 
service. Some of La Bodega’s favorite dishes in earlier years included filet au 
poivre, baked sea bass amandine, and Pernod-flambéed prawns. 


A Shift Occurs 


Tourism was booming and La Bodega was flourishing in the early 2000s. The 
restaurant hosted a steady clientele of diplomats, expats, and tourists, along 
with Egyptians from the middle and upper-middle classes. The view of Egypt 
from inside La Bodega was of a thriving economy and prospering population. 
But this was not the case for the majority of Egyptians. Economic-reform pol- 
icies largely benefited the upper classes, while those living close to the poverty 
line experienced little or no improvement in their standard of living. Despite 
economic growth on the surface, a large part of society was neglected. Dis- 
gruntlement started to brew. Global food shortages and Egypt’s high inflation 
caused food prices to soar in 2002. The extreme shortages of bread once again 
affected the lives of the poor, echoing the “bread riots” of 1977, while the spend- 
ing habits of the rich remained unchanged. 

High levels of corruption, the wide gap between the rich and poor, and the 
loss of dignity of millions led to the January 2011 revolution. Egyptians across 
all social levels, led by the youth, took to the streets to regain their dignity and 
to take charge of their own lives. 

Starting in 2011, a national pride and interest in the country and its politics 
was felt in Egypt in a way that many had never seen before. As a result, rather 
than consider their own cuisine backward or unsophisticated, people started 
to look to their heritage for culinary inspiration. A revival of food traditions 
started to take place. 
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Baladi Food and Mezze 


As Egypt navigated through its political turmoil in the months following the 
revolution, a sense of chaos dominated. Entrepreneurs set up food stalls and 
cafes on sidewalks, serving local dishes and shisha (a traditional tobacco pipe 
where smoke is cooled by passing through water). Crowds of people, ever more 
interested in gathering and discussing current events, would frequent these 
cafes. There was also a surge in the da/adi food culture, in both traditional and 
contemporary presentations. The word da/adi literally means “my country,” 
but it also refers to rural rather than urban and indigenous rather than inter- 
national—fundamentally Egyptian in nature. Interestingly, back in the 1980s 
and 19908, daladi had a derogatory connotation. This has become much less 
the case since 2011. 

The popularity of da/adi foods was bolstered by the lower costs of the local 
ingredients and the comforting familiarity of the tastes—but also by their 
provenance, thanks to the new sense of nationalism that was being felt ev- 
erywhere. The Ja/adi revival entailed giving a contemporary twist to tradi- 
tional Egyptian foods: restaurant design took on a new representation of tra- 
ditional Egyptian features. This juxtaposition of classic Egyptian features with 
modern aspects in both architecture and menus is illustrated perfectly by two 
restaurants: Cairo Kitchen, which I opened in 2012, and Zooba, which opened 
around the same time. Zooba’s vibrant cement brick tiles and brightly colored 
vintage doors give their space a traditional look with a modern flair, while their 
menu fuses local dishes, such as fi/ and fa‘miya, with contemporary presen- 
tations. Cairo Kitchen, with its fagade and interior resembling an abstracted 
kushari cart, was a canteen-style eatery specializing in home-style Egyptian 
food as well as kushari. 

In the spirit of this da/adi revival, diners might satisfy a craving for a Mc- 
Donald’s burger with Zooba’s spicy Jawawshi sandwich (a meat patty with 
harissa raisin hot sauce, orange carrot slaw, and tahini) as a mark of nationalist 
gastronomic pride. Similarly, Cairo Kitchen’s “well-being” kushari, a twist on 
the traditional dish made from brown rice and without pasta to eliminate glu- 
ten, provided a health-conscious, locally inspired alternative to a home-cooked 
meal. 

Nationalism was not the only factor that contributed to the surge of baladi 
food culture. Political instability brought tourism to a standstill, and uncer- 
tainty reigned. In the years following the revolution, Egypt faced pressure to 
follow International Monetary Fund regulations that proved to be financially 
painful for the Egyptian people. Reduced subsidies, increased prices, and the 
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devaluation of the Egyptian pound in 2016 dealt a financial blow to all levels 
of society. 

Consumption habits began to change. Although socializing plays an im- 
portant part in most Egyptians lives, expensive dinners were increasingly out 
of reach. A more frugal lifestyle was inevitable for most. We could see that 
people were making changes in their spending patterns simply by looking at 
La Bodega’s sales records. We saw a reduction in foreign wine sales in favor 
of affordable locally produced wines and fewer orders for expensive dishes 
like pappardelle with truffles or saffron-sautéed scallops in favor of value-for- 
money dishes: most commonly, mezze platters to share. 


Mezze 


With dinner outings becoming more of a luxury than in earlier years, Egypt’s 
restaurant scene saw a renewed interest in traditional mezze-style offerings. 
Mezze is nothing new to Egyptian diners. Not only is the concept shared with 
the nearby Levant, but the offering of mezze in the home is deeply rooted in 
Egyptian culture and highly valued, showcasing the generosity of the host. 

Historically, mezze was ordered in local restaurants as a fasbira: something 
to “give you patience” while waiting for the next course to come. More recently, 
however, there seems to have been a widespread shift away from Western-style 
dinners in favor of mezze as a meal in itself. Part of mezze’s popularity can 
be attributed to the fact that it requires less “commitment” in terms of both 
money and time. In a group outing, people can easily contribute the amount 
they choose to the overall bill and also come and go at any time. Moreover, 
this style of dining is more conducive to the Egyptian tendency to socialize 
in a shilla (social group). The concept of going out for mezze rather than din- 
ner thus gained momentum and started to appear on menus even in Western 
restaurants, including La Bodega. In recent years, all of La Bodega’s menus 
included a substantial selection of “Foods to Share,” giving guests the oppor- 
tunity to forego the traditional dinner altogether in favor of mezze-style dishes. 
These are often a mix of Egyptian recipes and recipes adopted from Levantine 
cuisine, as the recipes included at the end of this chapter demonstrate. One 
of my favorite dishes with Levantine roots that has been widely embraced in 
Egypt is kubayba, known as kibbe in Lebanon and Syria and bulgur koftesi in 
Turkey. For both home and restaurant gatherings, a platter of kubayba served 
with carrot and beetroot tahini dips, both contemporary twists on the classic 
Egyptian dip, is an appetizing addition to a mezze spread. 
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Members of Egypt’s overwhelmingly young population are now looking for 
their own interpretation of a restaurant culture, with a character that is specifi- 
cally suited to their lifestyle. In its later years La Bodega was forced to reinvent 
itself, adapting its food and offerings to accommodate a shift in society and an 
ever-changing set of parameters. Mezze and shisha, two local traditions that 
had been put aside in the past in favor of a Western-style dining culture, were 
newly embraced for their Egyptianness. After twenty years in business, La Bo- 
dega closed its doors in 2019. It is now time for a new generation to take over 
this evolving food culture, for this chapter to end, and a new one to begin. 
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Kubayba 


With roots in Levantine cuisine, kubayba has become a mainstream mezze 
dish in Egypt. More widely known as kibbe in the Levant and often made 
with lamb instead of beef, this dish can be made in a pie form as a main dish 
or as teardrop-shaped meatballs as mezze. Kubayba has been widely embraced 
in Egypt and is often served with a bowl of tahini for easy dipping. To add a 
contemporary twist and splash of color, I serve it with two vibrant tahini dips 
made with carrot and beetroot. 


Yields 14 kubayba 


Ingredients 


7 ounces bulgur wheat 

g ounces minced beef, chopped 

1 onion, finely chopped 

1 teaspoon ground allspice 

Pinch of freshly ground black pepper 
2 teaspoons salt 

Vegetable oil for deep frying 


For the filling 


1 tablespoon pine nuts 

2 tablespoons olive oil 

¥ onion, finely chopped 

g ounces minced beef 

1 tablespoon chopped fresh coriander 
1 tablespoon chopped fresh parsley 
Y teaspoon ground allspice 

Y teaspoon ground sumac 

1 teaspoon salt 

Freshly ground black pepper 


Directions 


1. To make the kubayba, soak the bulgur wheat in cold water for 20 minutes 
then drain, pressing down to remove any excess water and squeezing the 
grains dry in your hands. 
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. Place the beef and bulgur wheat in a food processor and mince to a fine 


paste. Put the beef, bulgur wheat, onion, allspice, pepper, and salt in a large 
bowl and mix together, adding water if needed to keep it moist. Set aside. 


. To prepare the filling, toast the pine nuts by placing in a dry frying pan 


over medium heat and stirring for 2 to 3 minutes until they turn golden 


brown. 


Heat the olive oil in a pan, add the onion, and cook over medium heat 
until soft. Add the beef, stirring until browned, then add the pine nuts, co- 
riander, parsley, allspice, sumac, and salt and pepper to taste, and cook for 
about 5 minutes. 


. Shape the 4udayba mixture into about 14 golf ball-sized rounds using 


damp hands. Hollow out the centers using your thumb and place a 
rounded teaspoon of the filling inside the hole. Close the balls up and 
shape the kubayba into teardrop shapes. Leave to rest in the refrigerator 
for about 20 minutes or in the freezer for about 10 minutes to firm up be- 
fore frying. 


. Fill a saucepan three-quarters full with vegetable oil over high heat, then 


deep fry the 4udayba until browned on all sides and cooked through. This 


takes about 10 minutes. Serve hot as mezze. 
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Beetroot Tahini Dip 


Tahini is made from ground sesame seeds and is an omnipresent dressing on 
the Egyptian table. It is eaten as a sauce with meat, chicken, or fish or on its 
own as mezze, dipped with ‘aysh baladi, the whole-wheat pita loaves. This rec- 
ipe is a contemporary version, adding beetroot for sweetness and a deep red 
color. 


Serves 4 as a part of a mezze selection 


Ingredients 


1 pound beetroots 

5% ounces tahini paste 
4 garlic cloves, crushed 
Juice of 1 lemon 

2-3 ice cubes 


Salt 


To serve 


Olive oil 
Handful of crushed walnuts 


Directions 


1. Wash the beetroots and trim off the stalks and roots. 
2. Ina large pan of boiling water, simmer the beetroots for about an hour or 


until tender, then peel when cool enough to handle. 


3. Puree the beetroots in a food processor or blender until very soft. Add the 
tahini paste, then add the garlic and lemon juice. While blending, add the 
ice cubes to prevent the dip from becoming too oily. Season to taste with 
salt. 


4. Serve with a drizzle of oil and a scattering of crushed walnuts. 
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Carrot Tahini Dip 


The orange color of this dip contrasts nicely with the deep red of the beetroot 
tahini dip. A platter of Aubayba with a bowl of each makes an attractive mezze 
platter combining a classic dish from the Levant and the flavors of Egypt. 


Serves 4 as a part of a mezze selection 


Ingredients 


1 pound carrots 

5% ounces tahini paste 
4 garlic cloves, crushed 
Juice of 1 lemon 

2-3 ice cubes 

Salt 


To serve 


Olive oil 
A sprinkle of pomegranate seeds 


Directions 


1. Wash and trim the carrots. Cook in boiling salted water for about 10 min- 
utes until slightly softened. 


2. Puree the carrots in a food processor until smooth. Add the tahini paste, 
then add the garlic and lemon juice. While blending, add the ice cubes to 
prevent the dip from becoming too oily. Season to taste with salt. 


3. Serve with a drizzle of oil and a scattering of pomegranate seeds. 


Notes 


1. Christian SafSmannsausen, “Eating Up: Food Consumption and Social Status 
in Late Ottoman Greater Syria,” in Insatiable Appetite: Food as a Cultural Signifier in 
the Middle East and Beyond, ed. Kirill Dmitriev, Julia Hauser, and Bilal Orfali (Leiden: 
Brill, 2019), 33-40. 
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2. Sabry Hafez, “Food as a Semiotic Code in Arabic Literature,” in 4 Taste of 
Thyme: Culinary Cultures of the Middle East, ed. Sami Zubaida and Richard Tapper 


(London: Tauris Parke, 2000), 268. 
3. Omar Taher, “Abla Nazira: Sanai‘ayat Matbakh Masr,” in Sanai‘ayat Masr: 


Mashahid min Hayat ba‘d Binat Masr fi al-‘Asr al-Hadith (Cairo: Karma, 2017), 124-125. 
Taher describes Nicola’s research in local bakeries and restaurants, where she sought to 
learn “Eastern” recipes like baklava as well as meat and vegetable dishes. 


Conclusion: Writing Levantine Cuisine 


ANNY GAUL WITH POETRY BY ZEINA AZZAM 


To apply what one learns out of a book literally to reality is to risk folly or ruin. 


EDWARD SAID, ORIENTALISM 


The contributors and editors of this volume—an assembly of food writers, 
historians, anthropologists, and literature scholars—gathered for a workshop 
on its contents in June 2019. Sitting in a seminar room at Georgetown Uni- 
versity, we shared and discussed our group of essays on Levantine food in 
a relatively conventional format. But our conversation also delved into the 
practical matters of cooking. We talked about the difference between writing 
recipes for home use versus for a restaurant kitchen and rolled in a table for 
Antonio Tahhan to explain and serve haytaliyya, a milk pudding served with 
rose ice cream and pistachios, placed in porcelain bowls and passed down the 
conference table from person to person after lunch (see also chapters 3 and 4). 
We cooked dinner together at the end of the day, remarking on the differences 
between conversations that take place in an academic setting and those that 
unfold while working together in the kitchen—even among the same people 
talking about the same subjects on the same day. 

As we talked and ate throughout the workshop, our discussions often turned 
to the difficulties of putting food into words. We heard stories about migrant 
cooks who found themselves in new places, able to communicate through food 
but not language, and talked about the untranslatability of some Arabic culi- 
nary terms. We considered cooking instructions that can only really be con- 
veyed through gestures or sensory cues, the way a single word might signify a 
range of meanings across regions or Arabic dialects, and kitchen commands 
that are expressed with one word in vernacular speech and an entirely different 
word in a cookbook written in formal Arabic. From the morning until late in 


Conclusion 211 


the evening, we confronted the challenges of collectively “making” Levantine 
cuisine in the kitchen and on the page. 


Putting food into words can present other challenges. In one of her poems, Pal- 
estinian American poet Zeina Azzam responds to an experience she once had 
at a writing workshop when a panelist advised the audience to avoid using food 
as a device for conveying Arab cultural identity. “We are advised not to write / 
anymore / about tabbouleh and hummos,” she writes, before unleashing a litany 
of Levantine delectables that defies the panelist’s admonition, transforming it 
from proscription to provocation. In the very notion that food as a theme is 
too easy, too clichéd, or too reductionist, Azzam’s poem reveals a strong pull to 
translate food into text, as an act of preservation, celebration, or dissent. 


At the Workshop on Identity and Ethnicity 


We are advised not to write 
anymore 

about tabbouleh and hummos, 
baba ghannouj, 

lemony grapeleaves stuffed with 
rice and meat. 

Our culture is larger 

than the life of the chick pea 
from sprout to table 

or the time it takes to eat 

a bowl of minted yogurt, 

rolled cabbage with garlic cloves, 
stuffed baby squash. 


Mujaddara with caramelized onions 
is beyond the pale now. 

Let’s not talk about eggplants 

and pine nuts, or ground pistachios 
ornamenting baklawa in sweet syrup. 
Orange blossom water in lemonade. 
Cardamom-infused coffee. 

And should we mention 

the special foods served when 

a baby is born, a tooth appears, 


someone dies, the moon a thin crescent 
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at the start of Ramadan, 
Easter’s arrival. 


A baklawa backlash is unfolding 
and I am starved 


for metaphors. 


Azzam’s words also suggest that the lyrical rhythms and invitations of po- 
etry may well be the most apt means for expressing the culinary ineffable. 
Each line creates meaning not only by signifying but by affecting—inducing 
a sensory response that calls the reader’s body back into a world beyond text. 
The /e/ at the end of “tabbouleh” evokes the sound of colloquial Levantine Ar- 
abic (ironically, easier to spot in written English than in Arabic script, which 
typically omits the short vowel sounds that communicate so much of Arabic’s 
regional nuances). The sour acidic tinge of “lemony” grape leaves prompts the 
reader’s mouth to water. The poem summons the sharp freshness of “a bowl 
of minted yogurt,” the aromas of “cardamom-infused coffee,” the sticky feel of 
syrupy baklava on our fingers, and the mouthfeel of eggplant flesh against pine 
nuts. It also reminds us of the way that food expresses commensality in mate- 
rial terms, tying communities together as they mark milestones and holidays 
with the products of communal labor. In short, it reminds the reader in a dozen 
ways how culinary knowledge and sensory memories are embodied some- 
where beyond the written text. In doing so, Azzam’s poetry fulfills what Nadia 
Seremetakis explains as the potential of sensory experience to offer a “coun- 
terpoint to any linguistic discourse,” a way of generating meaning that is “not 
mere repetition but transformation,” not just communication but creation." 

Following from this, Seremetakis highlights the political stakes of consid- 
ering sensory engagement as a means to understand the world. The senses, she 
writes, mediate between the personal and the collective, the past and the pres- 
ent. They are a means to understanding what has been alienated or excluded 
from “public culture, official memory and formal economics.” Performing or 
prompting sensory experience thus represents a kind of “poesis, the making of 
something out of that which was previously experientially and culturally un- 
marked or even null and void.”” In conjuring worlds of personal experience 
in the present and collective memory of the past, Azzam’s poem shows rather 
than tells us why taking food seriously as a subject is not only generative but 
important, a subject that can stand up against a will to silence. 


The day after holding a workshop on the chapters in this volume, we gathered 
in the auditorium of the Freer and Sackler Galleries, the Smithsonian’s Na- 
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tional Museum of Asian Art, to present talks and a tasting to a bustling public 
audience. The productive tension between food and writing came up once 
more. Contributor Reem Kassis spoke about leaving her childhood home in Je- 
rusalem to study in the United States, telling a series of stories about food and 
memory that culminated in her cookbook The Palestinian Table. Kassis related 
how her mother had helped her re-create her family’s recipes even as she cau- 
tioned that “cookbooks can only get you so far.” She insisted that, beyond writ- 
ten measurements and instructions, good cooking requires “this thing called 
nafas.” During the question-and-answer period, Azzam—who happened to 
be in the audience that day—asked Kassis to expand on the concept of nafas. 
Responding at length, she described it, among other things, as “part of you that 
goes into cooking that’s not something that can be captured in a recipe.”* The 
exchange inspired Azzam to write a poem: 


Nafas in the Kitchen 
For Reem Kassis 


The Palestinian chef 
says nafas is like a spirit, 
an undefined knowing 
that lives in the act of 
preparing food 


as if ancestors 

reside in the knives 
that chop and slice, 
the parers and the 
juicers, the measurers 


and the tasters. 


Nafas flows from the scents 
of spices from childhood, 
the deep colors of 

beets and saffron, 

the memories of how 

to stuff a grapeleaf 

just so, 

pick mallow leaves 

from their stalks, 

grate nutmeg resolutely 
with a coarse metal shield. 
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You cant teach nafas, 

she stresses, 

just like you can't implant 

a memory, a presence. 

It seeps into generations, 
forming something bigger 
than both the pinch of salt 
and the generous stewing pot. 


Nafas is the sigh 

that emanates from 

the core, the inhale 

and exhale into air, 

to share. 

Even zaatar, she says, 
breathes between cultures, 
travels thousands of miles 
to bring nafas 

to new homes, 


kitchens in exile.* 


If Azzam’s first poem concludes with a plea, “I am starved / for metaphors,” 
then her second answers with an extended comparison. The poem’s opening 
does not promise to tell us what nafas is but rather to describe what it is /ike: 


me 


“a spirit,” “an undefined knowing.” It goes on to narrate what it does—nafas 
“reside[s]” in tools and in bodies and “flows” from sensory memories; it is some- 
thing that “seeps,” “breathes,” and “travels.” Simultaneously embodied in people 
and things, something that is shared with others through food and yet impos- 
sible to fully capture or teach, nafas, in Azzam’s rendering, epitomizes both the 
pull of writing about food and the limits of doing so. Against the backdrop of 
the Palestinian experience that the poems describe, food follows trajectories of 
exile and displacement, migration and diaspora. In these contexts, nafas is both 
embodied and mobile, exists beyond language, and produces something anew 
in spite of what was left behind. In this sense the cook becomes a poet, bring- 
ing new worlds into being (per Seremetakis) rather than repeating something 
already past. As the poem tells us, nafas is at once a celebration of what we have 
and a remembrance of what has been lost: a spirit, but also a sigh. 


If food is so elusive, why write about it at all? What has this collection of essays, 
the outcome of writing, talking, eating, and cooking together, accomplished, if 
textual accounts of food are always troubled, challenged, or incomplete? 
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I think that sense of incompleteness stems in part from the series of ten- 
sions between seemingly opposing entities that food somehow seeks to bridge: 
sensory experience and discursive expression, locality and mobility, reproduc- 
tive labor and commodification, the human and the nonhuman. Wherever we 
start when writing about food, be it a field planted with pistachio trees or a 
late-night falafel shop, we are inevitably drawn elsewhere. That often entails 
moving across the divides that typically organize scholarly work, starting with 
our definitions of national and regional categories. The new paths that food 
invites us to tread outline the possibilities that food scholarship offers to the 
study of the Middle East and that Levantine food offers to food studies. 

To begin, food offers a way to write ourselves out of the national bor- 
ders that frame much (if not most) popular and scholarly writing on mod- 
ern Arab cultures. To write food cultures is to further the work of scholars of 
gender, migration, and diasporas who have pushed for transnational recon- 
siderations of a region whose political borders were recently drawn and yet 
are constantly crossed by people, objects, and ideas. As Azzam’s poem attests, 
foods like za‘atar travel across borders, sketching out alternative geographies 
for understanding Palestinian foodways even as they are rooted, literally, in 
historical Palestine. Writing about Levantine food in particular offers a means 
to recalibrate the balance of global food histories that still lean toward Europe 
as a habitual center. As Kyla Wazana Tompkins points out, one of the most 
prolific genres of both academic and popular food writing is the narrative “con- 
cerned with tracing the history of a single commodity as it is introduced to a 
Western consumer demographic, marketed, and disseminated through various 
commercial venues.”* The simultaneous regional and global frames of the Le- 
vantine, defined both by place and by migration from it, offer a counterpoint 
to this model, decentering Europe without losing sight of European-driven 
transformations. Sara Pekow’s essay in this volume, for instance, situates the 
transformation of sugar from a luxury item to a commodity in the context of 
a region with a long history of local sugar production (chapter 3). 

Food’s past and present also provide an account of how exclusivist national 
categories came into being, along with alternative narrative frames to write 
beyond those categories. The story of how dominant national cultures have 
absorbed and reclaimed minoritized and migrant foodways is just under the 
surface of an Istanbul kebab shop or pistachio fields in southeastern Turkey, as 
Samuel Dolbee and Chris Gratien explain (chapter 2). As critique, food his- 
tory shows how the codification of national cuisine, like any process of canon- 
making, often entails erasure—whether of Armenian history in Turkey or of 
Palestinian heritage in Israel. 

At the same time, processes of national tradition-making, like the enshrine- 
ment of kibbe as Lebanese or particular confections as Syrian, have obscured 
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the fact that a unified food culture emerged in the modern era in the Levant 
that transcended political borders. The persistence of this food culture appears 
throughout the chapters of this book, from domestic spaces in working-class 
Amman where women of different national origins discuss dawali (in Susan 
MacDougall’s ethnographic account in chapter 8) to the renewed embrace of 
mezze in the restaurant culture of Egypt’s urban elites (chapter 11). 

Nudging us in these directions, food also extends beyond Zionist national 
narratives that start only upon Jewish migrants’ arrival in Israel and downplay 
the complex roles that Mizrahi Jewish cooks have played in Israel’s culinary 
history. Noam Sienna’s history of shakshika’s origins as a part of Tunisia’s mul- 
ticonfessional food heritage (chapter 9) and Dafna Hirsch’s account of early 
encounters between Jewish settlers of Ashkenazi origin and Palestinian foods 
(chapter 5) counter these tendencies, broadening our understandings of Jewish 
food cultures in the Mediterranean world. 

Finally, writing Levantine food opens up new ways to explain the mate- 
rial construction of political and social inequalities. Tracing the intricacies of 
food culture and history reveals gender dynamics and minoritized cultures 
not as stand-alone topics but as woven indelibly into the fabric of society and 
politics—even when they are rendered invisible. Adding to extensive critiques 
of “authenticity” in food studies, the chapters of this book show that claims 
to culinary authenticity are often staked in sites of privilege, from Lebanese 
cookbooks that reify and celebrate peasant foodways (chapter 1) to European 
and American restaurants that market their dishes under the banner of “Med- 
iterranean’ cuisine while eliding the history and context of those dishes’ roots 
(chapter 10). 

Meanwhile, the personal and ethnographic accounts of food presented here 
remind us that those roots feed living, dynamic cultures nourished by the la- 
borious practices of women whose kitchens run according to the “embodied 
temporalities” of mothers and housewives pouring time and mafas into their 
cookpots, as Susan MacDougall writes, or in pomegranate orchards and olive 
groves that face human threats ranging from state violence to climate change. 
Finally, food invites us to push back against the hierarchy that divides the 
human from the nonhuman in the first place: Anne Meneley explains, for ex- 
ample, how “in Palestinian imaginaries, the olive tree is understood as an actor” 
and even as “nonhuman kin, expanding the terrain of kinship into the arboreal 
sphere” (chapter 6). This relationship between the human and nonhuman is 
neither folk curiosity nor recondite debate: Meneley underscores the political 
urgency of the relationship in the context of a protracted struggle over territory 
and resources. The “co-nurturing” relationship between Palestinians and their 
olive trees is perceived as a threat by Israeli occupiers and upheld as a form of 
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resistance by Palestinians, for whom it is a source of nourishment as well as a 
crucial means to maintain a presence on their land. 

Another Palestinian poet, Fadwa Tugan (1917-2003), also evoked a human- 
nonhuman relationship in a poem about a beloved olive tree “on the Western 
slopes of Mount Gerizim” near Nablus. In describing that relationship, she in- 
vokes a sense of spirit or soul with the word zafs, a term closely related to nafas: 


Here, here, beneath the shelter of my olive tree 
The soul shatters the bonds of the earth 

And the spirit [a/-nafs] abides forever in a solitude 
Whose silence throttles the babble of mortals.® 


Tuqan describes a “co-nurturing” relationship with the olive tree, to borrow 
again from Meneley. In this instance, however, the product of that relation- 
ship is not olive oil but creative inspiration. The poem’s narrator muses that her 
body might return to nourish the tree’s roots in return—describing a cosmic 
cycle of mutual care, of give and take. 

This image, the gesture of a person giving back to a source of material and 
spiritual nourishment, poses a final response to the question of what might be 
achieved by writing about food. In writing about food, perhaps we are drawn 
to return something to what has nourished us, as a means of remaking the 
world—or at the very least the terms with which we describe it. To do so is not 
to disregard political realities, from militarized borders to the unequal distri- 
bution of capital, but to reimagine them: to acknowledge and center women’s 
unpaid labor and minoritized cultures on their terms rather than adopting the 
narratives of the powerful, to refuse romanticized notions of foodways that 
ease the silencing of violence and inequality, and to take the sensory nuances 
of culinary difference seriously in our understandings of human community 
and dignity. The aim, then, is not simply to set down in words what was grown 
or cooked or eaten at a given time and place but to take up food as the starting 
place for another form of poesis: to create the conditions for different conver- 
sations to take place and for something to be made anew. 
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